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  INTRODUCTION




  We baseball fans are philosophical creatures, prone to engaging our fellow devotees of the Grand Old Game in a wide range of inherently subjective, often ridiculous, and always thoroughly enjoyable debates. Whether sitting by the hot stove waiting impatiently for the new season to begin, munching peanuts at the local Little League field on an April afternoon, or rubbing elbows with friends at the neighborhood sports bar, we find immeasurable delight and satisfaction in immersing ourselves in the minutia of the game. Our ruminations involve topics concerning baseball’s teams, players, memorable games, ballparks, and intersections with popular culture. Our discussions begin easily enough and then tend to jump from topic to topic with the unpredictability of a fluttering knuckleball.




  Imagine two fans sitting in the bleachers at the local big league park on a steamy summer night watching the final innings of a blowout. A batter lifts what at first appears to be a harmless fly ball to leftfield, but then the ball catches a breeze and drifts, and drifts, and drifts some more, until it unexpectedly disappears over the fence. One fan turns to the other and says, “Too bad it’s not a closer game.”




  “Yeah,” the other fan agrees, “That’s a homer that really doesn’t matter.”




  “Here’s one for you,” the first fan says. “What would be your pick for the homer that mattered the most, the most dramatic, most important, most memorable long ball ever?” Then, if his friend doesn’t answer correctly within a reasonable time frame of, say, about three seconds, Fan One will inform Fan Two that in his opinion Carlton Fisk’s twelfth-inning walk-off shot against the Reds in Game Six of the 1975 World Series ranks number one in the all-time dinger diary.




  After mulling this over for a minute or two, his friend will reply, perhaps, by pointing out that the Red Sox went on to lose Game Seven that fateful October. Hell say Fisk’s dramatic homer really didn’t make a difference in the final outcome of the World Series, at least not in the same way Kirk Gibson’s opening-game winner against Dennis Eckersley and the A’s did in 1988, since that homer set the stage for a stunning five-game Dodgers win against their heavily favored foes.




  As the friends deconstruct the relative merits of these two memorable October jacks, a voice from a few rows behind them will suddenly boom, “You two are both wrong. Hank Aaron’s 715th home run was more important in the grand scheme of things than either of those two taters.” Thus, Fan Three joins the fray, becoming a fast friend, as he makes the case for the most famous milestone homer of all time.




  Another fan seated nearby will pipe up with a vote for Roger Maris’s 61st homer in 1961. And other fans in surrounding seats will join in with votes for the clinching homers hit by Bobby Thomson, Bill Mazeroski, and Bucky Dent. These new friends will happily show off their historical knowledge of the game’s four­baggers, until a manager trots out to the mound to change pitchers, prompting one of them to wonder aloud, “Who was the best manager ever?” Then, during the game’s closing salvo, the fans will weigh in with their picks for the savviest skippers of all time.




  Eventually, when the last out is recorded and the ballpark PA announcer declares that Roy “Doc” Halladay has earned the win, another fan will comment that Doc is a pretty clever nickname for a pitcher named Halladay, but not as clever as the one once carried by the often traded Harry “Suitcase” Simpson, or the one bequeathed upon Ted “Double Duty” Radcliffe after he caught the first game and pitched the second game of a Negro League doubleheader. As the fans file out of the park, they’ll each offer their thoughts regarding the best player nicknames. Then, as they settle onto stools at the local watering hole, their talk might turn to the best minor league team names: the Altoona Curve? Modesto Nuts? Montgomery Biscuits? Auburn Doubledays?




  Even after they’ve dispersed and headed home for the night, chances are the discussion they’ve begun will remain alive. The next day, when new insights strike them as they try to concentrate on supposedly more important matters at work, they’ll continue their debates via email or text messages. You see, we baseball fans never run out of topics to discuss when it comes to the game we love. And our discussions rarely reach conclusive end points.




  The essays in this book address some of the classic baseball debates, as well as many that fans have probably never stopped to consider before. Often, the book takes a contrary approach to a familiar line of discourse. For example, instead of pondering which player deserves to be called the best hitter ever, one query within these pages asks: Who was the worst hitter to play major league baseball for an extended period of time? Another essay seeks to identify not the best, but the worst no-hit game ever pitched. Another searches for the worst team to win a World Series. Another acknowledges the best player who has been left out of the Hall of Fame.




  In total, the fifty chapters explore a wide array of topics related to the game’s most magical and most disappointing moments, its ballparks, fans, traditions, and even its representation in pop culture. One chapter is dedicated to the worst baseball-card error of all time, one to the best baseball prank, one to the manager who had the most trouble keeping a lid on his volatile temper, one to the most hideous uniform a big league owner ever forced his players to wear, and so on.




  After introducing readers to a new topic at the start of each chapter, the essays that follow review the cases to be made for several leading candidates for the best or worst distinction in the category. Then, toward the conclusion of each chapter, your humble author weighs in with his choice. Although I’ve tried to put aside my personal preferences and rooting interests and to be as objective as possible, most of the inquiries pursued in this book delve into inherently subjective territory, so please do feel free to disagree with as many of my picks as you’d like. The fact is, if each essay merely explored a question with an obvious answer or one that could be looked up and solved in a book of baseball statistics, then the reading experience wouldn’t be very much fun. The enjoyment derived from a spirited baseball debate is found, instead, in the gray area that exists between the obvious points upon which we fans can all agree.




  I hope the pages that follow will provide you with new food for thought regarding some of the more interesting baseball debates—some that you’ve considered previously, and surely too, some that you and your friends have never taken the time to ponder. Enjoy!
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  [ 1 ]THE BEST HANDICAPPED PLAYER





  He Challenged Both Hitters and Stereotypes




  The debate concerning the best physically handicapped player in baseball history is easier to settle than some of the other questions posed within this book, owing largely to the fact that very few individuals with serious physical disadvantages have ever suited up for big league teams. As we all know, baseball is an exceedingly difficult sport to play at the highest level even for those individuals with two fully functional arms, two working legs, and all senses intact. That’s why 99.9 percent of twelve-year-olds who dream of playing big league ball as they’re swatting prodigious home runs over their moms’ azalea bushes wind up teaching school, or building houses, or washing windows, or writing books for a living instead. That’s why we fans realize when we see J. D. Drew pull up lame on his way to first base that he’ll likely be spending some time in the near future on the disabled list—that metaphoric convalescent home for players who aren’t in peak physical condition. And that’s why it’s all the more remarkable to fans and fellow players alike when along comes that once-in-a-generation player who demonstrates that he can succeed in the bigs despite a significant physical disadvantage.




  The first notable record of such a player in baseball’s storied past appears back in the 1880s, when William “Dummy” Hoy became the third deaf player to play big league ball and the first to flourish at the sport’s highest level. Hoy, who’d lost his hearing after a childhood bout with meningitis, broke in with the Washington Nationals in 1888 and, despite never hearing the crack of the bat, the encroaching footsteps of another outfielder, or the roar of the crowd, batted .287 and amassed 2,044 lifetime hits and 594 stolen bases over fourteen major league seasons. Hoy is sometimes credited with inventing the hand signals that umpires use to call balls and strikes, as well as the signs third base coaches use to relay instructions to batters, but there are also competing “theories of evolution” for both of these baseball conventions. What we do know for certain is that Hoy helped pave the way for Luther “Dummy” Taylor, a deaf pitcher who won 116 games in a career spent mostly with the Giants between 1900 and 1908, and more recently for Curtis Pride, a deaf outfielder, who appeared in 421 big league games between 1993 and 2006, batting .250.




  A journeyman who played for six different teams, Pride was born deaf. He starred in soccer, basketball, and baseball in high school, and then, after being drafted by the Mets in the tenth round of the 1986 amateur draft, played his first minor league season as a seventeen-year-old. Simultaneous to his minor league career, he enrolled at the College of William and Mary and played four years at point guard on the hardwood. Although Pride’s accomplishments are to be commended, Hoy’s more impressive statistical body of work, and role as a trailblazer who debunked social stereotypes that were more prevalent in his era than in Pride’s, make him a stronger nominee in our quest to crown the best handicapped player.




  Another player deserving of our consideration is Mordecai “Three Finger” Brown, the Hall of Fame pitcher who suffered a serious injury at age seven when he accidentally put his right hand in a corn shredder. Brown’s index finger was severed just above the first joint and his little finger was paralyzed. Kiss those baseball dreams goodbye? Not so fast. It may have taken him longer than most big league hopefuls, but Brown eventually reached the majors as a twenty-six­year-old with the Cardinals in 1903. He went on to win 239 games in a fourteen-year career spent mostly with the Cubs, while compiling a minuscule 2.06 ERA. Now, as any person who’s ever tried to throw a curveball, changeup, or splitter will attest, the index finger has an important role to play in gripping every pitch. So how did Brown succeed when his index finger and pinkie were considerably less than fully functional? Well, his best pitch was a natural knuckleball, which he'd throw by putting the stub of his index finger to good use in taking the rotation off the ball. This raises the question of whether Brown’s mangled right hand actually represented a handicap. Sure, the lost fingers may have made him ineligible to serve in World War I, but did they detract from his baseball aptitude, or did they enhance it by giving him a trick pitch unlike anything opposing hitters had ever seen?




  [image: Historians have debated whether Mordecai Three Finger Browns missing digits wereactually a handicap when he took the mound. COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS]




  A generation later, the most severely physically challenged player yet, Pete Gray, became one of baseball’s primary drawing cards at a time when many of the regulars were overseas participating in World War II Gray was born right-handed but lost his right arm when he fell off the running board of a truck as a youngster. Undeterred, he learned to throw left-handed and to bat from the left-handed batter’s box. He won the Southern League MVP Award in 1944, when he hit .333 with 63 stolen bases, prompting the St. Louis Browns to buy his contract. The scouting report on Gray was that he covered a lot of ground in the outfield and transferred the ball from his glove to bare hand with amazing acuity. At the plate, though, the thirty-year-old rookie struggled, particularly against off-speed pitches, since he had trouble slowing down his bat once he began a swing. With the War ending upon Japan’s surrender in August, 1945 would be Gray’s lone season in the big leagues. In seventy-seven games he tallied 51 hits and a .218 average. Those numbers may sound paltry, and it’s true that with the stars abroad the level of competition Gray faced was not as high as usual, but considering that Gray had only one arm, a .218 batting average is pretty amazing. Not convinced? Try swinging a baseball bat with just one arm—not a Wiffle Ball bat, a 33-ounce Louisville slugger—in your backyard and imagine trying to hit an 85-mile-per-hour fastball or diving curve that way.




  To this point in our review, it seems clear that Gray was the player who overcame the greatest physical limitation to play in the major leagues, while Brown enjoyed greater success than any other physically impaired player—although it’s debatable just how impaired he was. But what if there were a player who overcame a seemingly insurmountable physical impairment in the way Gray did, while also posting good statistics, which Gray didn’t do? What if there were a handicapped player who competed for a Rookie of the Year Award, and nearly won a Cy Young, and pitched a no-hitter, and was just as dominant as the best pitchers of his era? Well, in fact, there was one such player, and not too long ago. You may remember Jim Abbott, the one-handed pitcher who made the leap directly from college ball to the big leagues in 1989 without tossing a single inning in the minors. Abbott’s right arm extended only to where a person's wrist normally appears, leaving him without a right hand. But that didn’t stop him from excelling on the gridiron as a quarterback and on the diamond as a pitcher in high school. And it didn’t slow him down at the University of Michigan, where he used a powerful fastball and devastating array of breaking pitches to lead the Wolverines to two Big Ten championships in three years. But Abbott was just getting started. Next, he pitched Team USA to the Gold in the 1988 Olympics, beating Japan 5-3 in the finale. The Angels selected him with the eighth overall pick of the 1988 draft, and Abbott won a job in the big league rotation as a twenty-one-year-old the next spring.




  He was one of the better pitchers in the American League during his first four seasons, then his production tailed off over the latter years of his career. For anyone who’d ever been told their ambitions exceeded their potential, Abbott’s delivery was an inspiration. To throw a pitch, he would tuck his glove under his right arm. Then, immediately after releasing the ball he would slide his hand up into the glove, leaving him positioned to field balls back through the box. At first, teams tried to bunt on him, but they quickly realized that he fielded his position quite well.




  The talk of baseball throughout his first season, Abbott finished 12-12 with a 3.92 ERA in 1989. Pretty impressive for a guy who skipped the minors. Really impressive for a guy with one hand who skipped the minors. For his efforts, he placed fifth in the Rookie of the Year balloting. Two years later, he finished third in the Cy Young Award voting, after an 18-11 season in which he logged 243 innings and posted a 2.89 ERA. In 1993 as a member of the Yankees, he tossed a no-hitter against the Indians, spinning a 4-0 masterpiece at Yankee Stadium. Like a lot of pitching phenoms though, Abbott threw too many pitches at too young an age, and his stuff deteriorated prematurely. After returning to the Angels for a dreadful 2-18 season in 1996, sitting out the 1997 season, doing a stint in the minors in 1998, and suffering through a 2-8 season with the Brewers in 1999, he retired at age thirty-one. His career record of 87-108 with a 4.25 ERA belies just how effective he was in the early 1990s when he staked his claim as not just the best handicapped baseball player who ever lived, but as one of the best pitchers of the day. For refusing to accept the supposed limitations of his “disability,” and for excelling to the extent that he did, Jim Abbott is our pick.




  [ 2 ] THE BEST FEMALE PLAYER





  The Diamond Was This Girl’s Best Friend




  In recent years we’ve witnessed the continued dismantling of many gender barriers in American sports. Female hoopsters now have a nationally prominent sister league to the NBA. The USA women’s soccer team has held a place in our hearts ever since 1999, when Brandi Chastain famously ripped off her shirt after kicking the game winner against China to win the World Cup. College hockey squads are sprouting up for women across America, as are semipro football circuits. Women’s tennis is thriving. And even though golfer Michelle Wie has struggled, her presence on the world scene has prompted fans and pundits to wonder if there might come a time when the best ladies and gents tee it up together in the PGA. Then there’s Danica Patrick, who burst onto the Indy racing scene in 2005 when she won Rookie of the Year honors, and then became the first female to win an Indy race in 2008. Unfortunately, baseball doesn’t currently have any gender benders in the public eye, but that’s not to say women have never challenged the Grand Old Game’s status quo. In fact, some females have made genuine progress in infiltrating the game and in proving that they can play too. And they are the subjects of this essay, which seeks to determine who among them deserves credit as the best woman hardballer that America has yet known.




  When the topic of women in baseball comes up, most of today’s fans immediately think of the All-American Girls Professional Baseball League (AAGPBL), which formed during World War II, faded when the men came home, and was chronicled decades later by Tom Hanks, Madonna, and Rosie O’Donnell in the 1992 film A League of Their Own. But even before the league’s creation in the 1940s, there were females who strived to compete—against prevailing social mores—in the semipro leagues and barnstorming competition of earlier times. During those days, one young lady stood above the rest and in so doing, made hers a household name. The story of Jackie Mitchell’s claim to baseball fame dates back to April 1931 when the New York Yankees arrived in Chattanooga, Tennessee, for a spring exhibition game against the local minor league team. Unbeknownst to the wayfaring Yankees, shortly before their arrival Chattanooga Lookouts owner Joe Engel offered a contract to the seventeen-year-old Mitchell, a left-handed pitcher who had been making the local boys look bad ever since she’d learned to throw.




  Mitchell entered the game against the Yankees in the first inning, after the Lookouts starter surrendered base hits to the first two batters. The southpaw—who relied on a sidearm sinker and impeccable control—would have to face three straight future Hall of Famers: Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, and Tony Lazzeri.




  Ruth took Mitchell’s first offering for a ball, then swung and missed at Mitchell’s second pitch, evoking a gasp from the crowd. The Bambino swung and missed again on the next pitch, then took the next one only to hear the home plate umpire bark, “Strike three.” Ruth kicked the dirt and flung his bat to the ground in disgust, then headed back to the Yankees dugout. Next, Gehrig stepped into the batter’s box and struck out on three consecutive pitches, swinging too early each time. Afraid of being similarly embarrassed himself, Lazzeri ran up to bunt on Mitchell’s first offering to him, but the ball somehow eluded his bat. Then the star second baseman worked a walk, prompting the Lookouts manager to remove Mitchell from the game.




  It didn’t take long for footage of Babe Ruth whiffing against the teenage girl to turn up at movie houses across the country. Nor did much time pass before baseball commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis voided Mitchell’s contract with the Lookouts and declared that there was no place for women in organized baseball. Nonetheless, Mitchell would forever be known as the Girl Who Struck Out Babe Ruth. She played for a female team in Chattanooga for a while, and then toured with the famous House of David barnstorming team.




  So how good was Mitchell? Baseball historians have debated whether the successive strikeouts of Ruth and Gehrig were authentic or staged, but the prevailing sentiment seems to be that they were real. The events of that inning lead us to wonder whether Mitchell might have served as a viable situational lefty for the Lookouts, at least for one trip around the Southern Association until hitters figured out her repertoire. Skeptical? The Chattanooga History Center still has video footage of the Ruth at-bat, so perhaps a visit to Chattanooga will convince you.




  A decade after Mitchell’s mythical accomplishment, the AAGPBL was born. Many men had been drafted into military service, causing most minor leagues to disband. But no sooner than this void in the world of American entertainment had been created did a group of forward-thinking Midwestern businessmen that included Chicago Cubs owner Phillip K. Wrigley found the country’s first professional women’s baseball league. The game these ladies played during the inaugural 1943 season was essentially softball, owing to a shorter-than-normal distance between the bases, an oversize ball, and an underhand pitching requirement. Each subsequent season brought gradual rule changes though. By the final season, 1954, the baselines had been extended from an original distance of 65 feet to a nearly official 85, the distance between the pitching rubber and home plate had grown from 40 feet to a more familiar 60, and the ball had evolved from a circumference of 12 inches to a baseball-size 9. The pitching style also changed by degrees—from underhand to sidearm to three-quarters to overhand.




  In short, before long the women of this groundbreaking league were playing baseball or something pretty close to it. It makes sense, therefore, to weigh more heavily the exploits of players who stood out during the league’s latter years than those who excelled when it was still essentially a softball circuit. By this measure then, Joanne Weaver was probably the league’s best hitter. “Joltin’ Jo,” whose two sisters also played for her Fort Wayne Daisies, led the league in batting average in all three of its final three seasons. In 1954 she pounded pitchers to the tune of a .429 mark, becoming the only player in league history to top .400. She also set records that year with 29 home runs and 254 total bases. On the mound, meanwhile, South Bend Blue Sox right-hander Jean Faut was the class of the league. After debuting in 1946 when sidearm pitching was first legalized, she compiled a 1.23 ERA over eight seasons. Faut twice won the Player of the Year Award, threw two perfect games, and even won the league batting title in 1949 when she hit .291.




  It is impossible to project, of course, how these ladies and the several other stars of the AAGPBL would have fared against male competition, a possibility baseball commissioner Ford Frick preemptively dismissed in 1952 when the success of the AAGPBL prompted him to reiterate Landis’s ban on teams signing female players. And so, once the men came home from war, the women played for a few more seasons before retreating to the traditional roles assigned to them in 1950s America.




  A more recent stride on the diamond for female players occurred in 1989 when Julie Croteau became the first woman to play NCAA baseball, lacing up her spikes for Division III St. Mary’s College of Maryland. Croteau, who served as a backup first baseman for the Seahawks, batted .222 as a first-year student and played a total of three seasons before graduating in 1992. The next year, she and Lee Anne Ketcham became the first women to play in the Hawaii Winter League. As members of the Maui Stingrays, Croteau went 1-for-12 in the Major League Baseball-sanctioned developmental league, while Ketcham posted a 6.75 ERA in nine games, allowing six earned runs in eight innings.




  Both Croteau and Ketcham later played for the Colorado Silver Bullets, an all-female team sponsored by the Coors Brewing Company and managed by Hall of Farner Phil Niekro. From 1994 through 1997, the Bullets traveled the country competing against male city-league teams, college teams and summer league teams. After struggling during their first few years, the Bullets finished with a winning record for the first time in 1997, but soon after lost their funding from Coors and disbanded.




  Finally, in 1997, America witnessed the arrival of the first female minor leaguer. Ila Borders didn’t make it to the big leagues, but she took an important leap for young women everywhere, or rather several important leaps, during her four-year minor league career. Like the trailblazing Mitchell, who had shocked the baseball world decades before, Borders was a left-handed pitcher who relied on guile. It is worth noting, however, that the 5-foot 10-inch Californian possessed a fastball that consistently sat in the high seventies and topped out in the low eighties, making her a considerably harder thrower than the typical American male.




  [image: Julie Croteau played for the St. Mary's College Seahawks and Coors Silver Bullets. COURTESY OF ST. Mary's College]




  After pitching for the ordinarily all-male teams at Southern California College (1994-1996) and Whittier College (1997), Borders became the first female to play for a men’s pro team when she signed with the St. Paul Saints of the Northern League. The bush league circuit was, and still is, unaffiliated with Major League Baseball’s farm system. But it is generally viewed as comparable to organized baseball’s low Class A.




  Borders appeared in her first game on May 31, 1997, and suffered an abysmal debut. Facing the Sioux Falls Canaries, she hit the first batter and then committed a balk, en route to allowing three runs without recording an out. Two weeks later she was traded to the Duluth-Superior Dukes, for whom she struggled during the season’s final two and a half months to finish her rookie year with no decisions and a 7.53 ERA in fifteen games. Although the Northern League was using her, at least in part, as a publicity stunt, Borders had talent. When she kept the ball down in the strike zone she could induce batters to hit ground balls. Pitching for the Dukes the next season, she recorded her first win when she held Sioux Falls scoreless on three hits over six innings in a 3-1 win. She finished 1998 with a 1-4 record and an 8.66 ERA in forty-four innings. In 1999 she enjoyed her most successful stretch after an early-season trade to the Madison Black Wolf. In Madison, she was used mainly as a three-inning starter and flourished in the role, posting a 1-0 record and 1.67 ERA in fifteen outings. Counting the first three games she had pitched that season with Duluth-Superior, her 1999 totals included a 3.63 ERA in thirty-five innings. After playing the next season in the ill-fated Western Baseball League, Borders retired at age twenty-six with a career mark of 2-4 and a 6.73 ERA.




  [image: Ila Borders, shown warming up for the Duluth Superior Dukes, pitched for three minor league teams. COURTESY OF THE SAINT PAUL SAINTS]




  Clearly, this baseball debate seems to boil down to which lefty pitcher was the better player, Mitchell or Borders. While it’s tempting to give the nod to Mitchell—she did strike out the greatest player ever, after all—Borders is our choice, for submitting a more extensive body of work and for challenging assumptions that other female players will hopefully continue to debunk in the years ahead. It would seem to be only a matter of time before the gains female athletes have made in other sports are also reflected in our baseball world, and Borders has done more than any other female player to date to pave the way.




  [ 3 ]THE BEST GAIJIN





  His Star Rose in the Land of the Rising Sun




  As American baseball fans, our current interest in Japanese players most commonly concerns how the latest imports will affect the big league teams we follow. If we wanted to step back and appraise the last decade’s emigration of Nippon Professional Baseball League (NPBL) stars to the major leagues, we could surely debate the relative merits of such past and present ballers as Hideo Nomo, Kazuhiro Sasaki, Ichiro Suzuki, Takashi Saito, Hideki Matsui, Daisuke Matsuzaka, and Kosuke Fukudome, but of course we’d eventually recognize Ichiro Suzuki’s greatness above all others.




  Although the infusion of Japanese players into our national pastime is a relatively recent phenomenon, the effect of American players on Japanese baseball dates back more than five decades to when Wally Yonamine, who had never played in the major leagues but had played in the minors, became Japan’s first foreign-born—or gaĳin—star in 1951. This chapter celebrates the careers of all those trailblazers like Yonamine, who have made the trek from America to Japan to play, in the hope of identifying the American player who has enjoyed the most success in Japan.




  Some cultural and historical perspective will inform our discussion, so let’s begin by noting that although we Americans are far less interested in the daily intricacies of the Japanese leagues than the Japanese are in how their former stars are doing over here, American players have profoundly influenced the evolution of the NPBL through the years. They have set several Japanese records, won their share of MVP Awards, and played starring roles in many Japan Championship Series since Yonamine’s debut. And they’ve done so despite their limited representation in the league, as NPBL teams have traditionally been permitted to carry only two or three gaijin at any one time on their twenty-five-man rosters. Although this foreign-players rule was recently relaxed to allow up to four gaijin per club, a fair number of these spots are taken by relatively low-salaried players from Taiwan or South Korea, leaving just a few openings for the American and Latin-American visitors who draw the largest contracts.




  Although Yonamine, whose career we’ll discuss in greater detail shortly, was an important figure in establishing the baseball bond between the United States and Japan, he was not the first baseball ambassador to the island nation. In fact, the hardball connection between the two countries began in 1873 when Horace Wilson, an English professor from Maine, accepted a job at Tokyo University and carried with him to Japan not only a love of Shakespeare but of the American game as well. Wilson introduced the sport to his students, and before long it had spread across the island.




  By the 1920s dozens of Japanese teams were playing under an array of loosely organized leagues, similar to how American teams organized prior to the formation of the National League. And during those Roaring Twenties and Thrifty Thirties, the two nations’ sporting interests were more closely fused by marauding American All-Stars who visited Japan during the off-season to promote the game and reap appearance fees. Headliners like Casey Stengel, Ty Cobb, Lou Gehrig, Jimmie Foxx, and Babe Ruth all made voyages to Japan.




  The country’s first major league made its debut in 1936 when the Japan Pro Baseball League formed, but the onset of World War II caused interest in the sport to wane and the bombings of 1945 resulted in the league’s dissolution. When it came time to restore play as part of Japan’s postwar rebuilding in 1950, large corporations bankrolled the effort and the NPBL came into existence. The circuit was, and still is, composed of twelve teams: six in the Central League and six in the Pacific League.




  Now then, let’s begin our review of the better American players who have influenced Japanese hardball in the years since. The first, Yonamine, was a Hawaiian-born ethnic Japanese. He served the United States in the war and then played semipro football with a barnstorming Hawaiian team before spending the 1947 season as a halfback for the San Francisco 49ers of the early NFL. After suffering an injury on the gridiron, he decided to devote himself to baseball. He played one season for a Class C team, and then had the good fortune of meeting legendary Pacific Coast League manager Lefty O’Doul, who had toured Japan with Ruth and others, and was committed to doing his part to help repair the fissure between the United States and Japan. In concert with Matsutaro Shoriki, the NPBL’s first commissioner, O’Doul convinced Yonamine to sign a contract with the Tokyo Giants. This was no small cultural phenomenon, given the anti-American sentiment in Japan at the time, and the conflicted feelings many Japanese citizens had for Japanese-Americans. Nonetheless, Yonamine made his debut in 1951 and excelled immediately, finishing runner-up for the batting crown with a .354 average. Then the speedy outfielder led the Central League in hitting in 1954, 1956, and 1957. He became the first gaijin to win an MVP Award in 1957. He won four Japan Championship Series with the Giants, made eight All-Star teams, and stole home a league record eleven times. He played through 1962, finishing with a .311 average, good for the sixth-best mark in league history, then spent several seasons as a coach and manager. For his efforts he was elected to the Japanese Baseball Hall of Fame in 1994, becoming the first and only American player to be thus honored (O’Doul is also a member, but he never played in Japan).




  [image: A plaque honoring Wally Yonamine hangs in the Japanese Baseball Hall of Fame. COURTESY OF THE BASEBALL HALL OF FAME AND MUSEUM OF JAPAN ]




  Following in Yonamine’s footsteps, a pair of former major leaguers headed off to play Nippon pro baseball in 1962, as Don New­combe and Larry Doby, both products of the Negro Leagues and pioneers in the integration of Major League Baseball, signed with the Chunichi Dragons. Doby batted .225, while Newcombe, who’d always been known as a good-hitting pitcher, played the outfield and batted .262 with 12 homers in eighty-one games.




  By the 1970s American players were heading east regularly, usually for brief stopovers during transitional phases of their careers, but sometimes for longer stays. In general, the Americans heading to Japan could, and still can, be classified into three groups. First are the so-called “Four-A” players who perform well at the higher minor league levels but aren’t able to establish themselves in the American big leagues. They head to Japan hoping to get steady playing time, showcase their skills, and then return with a big league contract. The classic example would be Cecil Fielder, who bounced back and forth between the Toronto Blue Jays and the minors from 1985 to 1988, hit 38 homers for the Hanshin Tigers in 1989, earning a contract with the Detroit Tigers, for whom he hit 51 home runs with 132 RBIs in 1990. Some of these players don’t come back to the States so soon, concluding that they’d prefer to be stars in Japan than benchwarmers in America. Charlie Manuel, for example, was content to stay in Japan where he twice led the Pacific League in home runs and won the MVP Award in 1979 after he had batted just .198 over parts of six seasons in the big leagues. He eventually returned to the States as a manager, after batting .303 with 189 home runs and 491 RBIs over six seasons with the Yakult Swallows and Kintetsu Buffaloes. Similarly Alonzo Powell, who never could stick with a big league club, found the prospect of perennially vying for batting titles in Japan—he won three straight Central League crowns between 1994 and 1996—more appealing than signing another minor league deal back home.




  The second commonly observed gaĳin group is composed of established big leaguers suddenly foundering midway through their careers. They head to Japan looking to reassert their previous form against slightly lesser competition, and to do so for substantially more money and fewer eight-hour bus rides than the American minor leagues offer. Warren Cromartie, Julio Franco, Goose Gossage, Bill Gullickson, Shane Mack, and Steve Ontiveros all fall into this class, as well as Bob Horner, who was so peeved when the colluding Major League owners refused to offer him a big free agent contract in 1987 that he headed to Japan after a season in which he had hit 27 homers and driven in 87 runs for the Atlanta Braves. In Japan, Horner hit 31 long balls for the Swallows, before promptly signing with the St. Louis Cardinals in 1988.




  The third group of players who consider Japan a viable professional option consists of prominent big leaguers nearing the ends of their careers, looking for one last payday and perhaps some cultural enlightenment. In addition to Newcombe and Doby, others who have headed to Japan in the later stages of their playing days include Matty Alou, Glenn Davis, Rob Deer, Mike Greenwell, Pete Incaviglia, Davey Johnson, Bill Madlock, Kevin Mitchell, Larry Parrish, Joe Pepitone, and Roy White.




  As for the Americans from these three groups who have enjoyed the most success overseas, brothers Leron and Leon Lee—the uncle and father, respectively, of current big leaguer Derrek Lee—Randy Bass, and Karl “Tuffy” Rhodes stand above the rest. All four were power hitters who made prodigious marks in the NPBL record books.




  Leron Lee sits atop Japan’s all-time batting list with a .320 average, while brother Leon ranks eighth all-time among NPBL hitters (among players with at least 4,000 at-bats) with a .308 average. The brothers’ odyssey began when, after playing eight seasons with the Cardinals, Padres, Indians, and Dodgers and collecting just 404 hits and amassing only a .250 average, Leron Lee signed with the Lotte Orions in 1977. He led the Pacific League with 34 home runs and 109 RBIs as a rookie, then won the batting title with a .358 mark in 1980. Over ten seasons he never batted below .300, while racking up 283 homers and 912 RBIs. His lifetime average is fractionally better than Tsutomu Wakamatsu’s.




  After his brother’s successful debut, Leon Lee, who had previously played five minor league seasons in the Cardinals system, joined the Orions. Leon Lee enjoyed his best season in 1980 when he batted .340 with 41 home runs and 116 RBIs. In a ten-year career he had 268 home runs and 884 RBIs. Of the two Lee brothers, Leron, whose life story inspired the 1992 movie Mr. Baseball, was the better gaijin player.




  Another player of the era, who enjoyed even more success but over a shorter period of time, was Randy Bass. The slugging first baseman had made the Twins roster in 1977, but he never claimed a starting job in six seasons. At age twenty­nine he joined the Hanshin Tigers and blossomed, displaying a combination of power and discipline from the left side of the plate that Japanese fans had scarcely seen. He won back-to-back Triple Crowns in 1985 and 1986. During his first such season, he hit 54 homers and appeared on his way to breaking the legendary Sadaharu Oh’s single-season record of 55 until a conspiracy orchestrated by Oh’s Yomiuri Giants resulted in Bass being repeatedly intentionally walked during the final week of the season. Bass was, however, honored with an MVP trophy for his efforts and his Tigers won the Championship Series. In 1986 he broke the single­season batting record, hitting .389 to unseat Isao Harimoto. Then he continued to rake for Hanshin for another season and a half before being granted his release midway through 1988 amid a contract dispute. Over three and a half seasons, Bass batted .337 with 202 homers and 486 RBIs. With just 2,208 at-bats he comes up considerably short of the 4,000 required to rank among Japan’s all-time batting leaders, but it is worth noting that only Ichiro Suzuki (.353) had a higher average among NPBL players with at least 2,000 at-bats. After Bass’s fleeting career, he returned to Oklahoma and became a state senator.




  While Bass challenged Oh’s single-season long-ball record, Tuffy Rhodes did him one better. The outfielder, who had batted .224 with just 14 home runs in 225 major league games spent mostly with the Astros and Cubs, tied Oh in 2001 when he hit 55 big flies for Kintetsu. Then, the very next year, Alex Cabrera, who had played briefly with the Arizona Diamondbacks in 2000 after spending ten seasons in the minors, tied the record as well, playing for the Seibu Lions. Cabrera was later named in baseball’s Mitchell Report, which alleged that he had purchased and possessed large quantities of performance-enhancing drugs. Rhodes has not been linked to steroid use and continues to play in Japan where he batted .284 with 442 homers and 1,207 RBIs through 2008.




  Rhodes’s power totals are impressive, but he hasn’t been able to match Bass’s average. Bass too is a flawed candidate for best-gaijin bragging rights, since his career was so short. Thus, we must conclude that while Rhodes, Bass, and both Lee brothers made profound contributions to the NPBL, none has duplicated the success of Yonamine, who made those eight All-Star squads and won those four championship rings. Thus, the first gaijin—and the only one in the Japanese Baseball Hall of Fame—is our pick.




  [ 4 ]THE BEST TWO-SPORT PLAYER





  He Was a Man for Two Seasons




  Since the days of Jim Thorpe—the Olympic hero and star of the early NFL who also played six seasons as a member of the Giants, Reds, and Braves during the 1910s—athletes skilled enough to play professionally in more than one sport have continued to fascinate us Americans. Through the years more than two dozen Major League Baseball players have done just that. But before we get to this essay’s main task, which involves determining which of these versatile athletes was the best baseball player of the lot, let’s first tip our caps to some familiar players who had the talent to play professionally in two sports but instead chose to star in just one.




  The ranks of highly regarded amateurs who were drafted by major league teams but didn’t sign include: Archie Manning, who was selected in four different baseball drafts, including in 1971 by the Royals who picked him in the second round; Ken Stabler, who was selected three times, including in 1968 by the Astros who picked him in the second round; Dan Marino, who was selected in the fourth round in 1979 by the Royals; and Tom Brady, who was picked in the eighteenth round in 1995 by the Expos. And there have been plenty of others. Those are just the more recognizable footballers who had the opportunity to try their hands at pro baseball if they’d so chosen.




  Stars of other sports who did play minor league baseball before, during, or after their more noteworthy accomplishments include: Michael Jordan, whose midlife-crisis tour of the Southern League saw him bat .202 and commit 11 errors as an outfielder for the Birmingham Barons in 1994; John Elway, who batted .318 with a .432 on-base percentage and 13 steals in forty-four New York-Penn League games in 1982; John Lynch, who posted a 1-3 record and 2.36 ERA over eleven minor league starts in the Marlins system; Ricky Williams, who batted .211 over four minor league baseball seasons while simultaneously playing college football; Chris Weinke, who batted .248 with 69 home runs over six minor league seasons before playing quarterback at Florida State University; and Javon Walker, who batted . 153 over parts of three minor league seasons while playing college football.




  On the other hand, here’s a list of prominent baseball players whom the scouts believed were talented enough to play other sports: Dave Winfield, who was drafted by the NFL’s Vikings, NBA’s Hawks, and ABA’s Utah Stars; Tom Glavine, who was a fourth-round selection of the L.A. Kings in the 1984 NHL draft; Kenny Lofton, who played in the Final Four as a member of the Arizona Wildcats in 1988; Kirk McCaskill, who was a fourth-round pick of the Winnipeg Jets in 1981 and played one minor league hockey season; and the great Jackie Robinson, who lettered in baseball, football, basketball, and track at UCLA.




  [image: Basketball Legend Michael Jordan played for the Birmingham Barons in 1994. COURTESY OF THE BIRMINGHAM BARONS]




  While speculation regarding amateur players’ two-sport potential is an intriguing topic each year as the baseball draft approaches, the occurrence of an athlete actually playing at the highest level in two sports is, of course, rare. But some recent players have reached the pinnacle of two professional sports. Eventual NBA All-Star Danny Ainge, for instance, played two seasons with the Toronto Blue Jays, batting .220 over the 1980 and 1981 seasons, while simultaneously playing basketball at Brigham Young University. NFL running back D. J. Dozier had a similarly forgettable baseball career, batting .191 in twenty-five games with the Mets in 1992, before joining the Vikings. Future NFL quarterback Chad Hutchinson posted a 24.75 ERA in three games with the Cardinals in 2001 before joining the Cowboys. Josh Booty, another future NFL signal caller, hit .269 in twenty-six at­bats with the Marlins in the late 1990s, prior to playing for the Browns. And still another future NFL QB, Drew Henson, batted .111 in eight big league games with the Yankees before joining the Cowboys. And current big league southpaw Mark Hendrickson played four years in the NBA in the 1990s, averaging 3.3 points per game for four different teams, before embarking upon a baseball career that has yielded 56 big league wins through 2009.




  As for the two-sport players who have starred on the baseball field, two names usually come immediately to mind when the topic comes up: Bo Jackson and Deion Sanders. Both became media darlings during their forays into both the baseball and football worlds during the 1980s and 1990s. Jackson was a full-time baseball player and part-time football player. Sanders was a full-time football player and part-time baseball player. Both were very good at both sports, and Jackson, in fact, may have become better than just “very good” in both, if he hadn’t suffered a career-ending injury as far as football was concerned, and career-altering injury as far as baseball was concerned, during a Raiders playoff game in 1991.




  After the Royals selected Jackson in the fourth round of the 1986 draft, he played fifty-three minor league games before appearing in twenty-five big league contests later that same summer. The next season, he began a stretch of four years in which he hit at least 22 homers and struck out at least 128 times. He quickly became a fan favorite, owing to his prodigious long balls and spectacular plays in the outfield. Once, he literally ran up an outfield fence while making a difficult catch. Another time, he threw out a runner who was attempting to score on an apparent sacrifice fly that had carried all the way to the leftfield warning track. Even in failure, Jackson put on a good show, snapping bats over his knees or even his muscle-bound neck in frustration. His best year was 1989, when he batted .256 with 32 homers, 105 RBIs, and 26 stolen bases. He was also named MVP of the All-Star Game that season, after hitting a tremendous home run to centerfield at Anaheim Stadium in the first inning and later beating out an infield hit and stealing a base. The next year, he raised his average to .272 with 28 home runs and 78 RBIs in just 111 games. Simultaneously, he played about ten games per season at tailback for the Raiders from 1987 to 1991, averaging 5.4 yards per carry and racking up 2, 782 yards and 16 touchdowns. After injuring his femur so badly that he needed to have artificial hip replacement surgery, he remarkably returned to the baseball diamond in 1993 as a designated hitter for the White Sox and hit a home run in his first at-bat in two years. He was named Comeback Player of the Year after batting .232 with 16 homers and 45 RBIs. He played one more mediocre season with the Angels, and then retired. His lifetime stat line includes a .250 average, 141 home runs, and 415 RBIs over eight seasons.




  Sanders made eight Pro Bowls in his fourteen-year NFL career, won Defensive Player of the Year honors in 1994, and won a Super Bowl ring with the 49ers. He may be the best football player ever to play big league baseball, although a case could also be made for Thorpe—a .252 hitter over six big league seasons—who played fifty-two games in the early NFL and eventually became league president. On the diamond, Sanders was a speedy outfielder, electric base runner, and mediocre hitter. A few months before beginning his career at cornerback for the Atlanta Falcons in 1989, he got his first taste of the Show with the Yankees, batting .234 in fourteen games. As his NFL career progressed, he continued to return to the diamond for the first several months each season, before hustling back to the gridiron. When his Braves made the playoffs in 1992 and 1993, he stuck around longer than usual and shuttled back and forth between the two sports, once famously arriving for a Sunday night World Series game via helicopter after playing football that same day. He led the National League with 14 triples in 1992, despite playing just ninety-seven games. He finished second in the league in stolen bases twice, swiping 38 bags in 1994 and 56 in 1997. He batted .348 in thirteen postseason games. Over nine seasons with four different teams, he batted .263 with 43 triples, 39 home runs, 168 RBIs, and 186 stolen bases.




  A less-heralded teammate of Sanders in the Falcons’ defensive backfield was also playing both baseball and football in 1989, 1990, and 1991. Brian Jordan received much less fanfare than Sanders and Jackson but eventually became a better baseball player than either of them. A first-round draft pick of the Cardinals in 1988, Jordan started at cornerback for the Falcons for two full seasons while toiling in the St. Louis farm system. After getting his first cup of coffee in the big leagues in 1992, he decided to give up football, which proved to be a good decision. He batted .309 with 10 home runs and 44 RBIs in sixty-seven games for St. Louis in 1993 and became a steady offensive producer throughout the rest of the 1990s, later playing for the Braves and Dodgers. He finished eighth in the NL MVP balloting in 1996, when he batted .310 with 17 homers and 104 RBIs. He made the All-Star team in 1999, when he batted .283 with 23 home runs and 115 RBIs. In thirty-eight postseason games, he batted .250 with 6 homers and 27 RBIs. Over a fifteen-year career he had 1,454 hits—nearly three times as many as Jackson or Sanders, while batting .282, with 184 home runs, 821 RBIs, and 119 stolen bases.




  In baseball history, no other two-sport player has excelled to the extent that Jordan did when it comes to hitting big league pitching and driving in runs. But two pitchers, who succeeded both on the mound and on the hardwood, also deserve our consideration. The only man to win a championship in two major sports, Gene Conley, tasted autumn champagne with the Milwaukee Braves in 1957 and then spring champagne with the Boston Celtics in 1959, 1960, and 1961. After displaying his skills as a power forward during a collegiate career at Washington State University, the 6-foot 9-inch Conley was selected in the tenth round of the 1952 NBA draft. By then, he had already signed a contract with the Boston Braves and had played two seasons in the minors. At age twenty-two he appeared in four games for the Braves at the tail end of the 1952 season, then that same year he averaged 2.3 points per game in thirty-nine outings for a Celtics squad that starred Bob Cousy, Ed MacCauley, and Bill Sharman. After the Braves convinced Conley to focus exclusively on baseball, he finished third in the National League Rookie of the Year balloting in 1954 (one spot behind Ernie Banks and one ahead of Hank Aaron), going 14-9 with a 2.96 ERA. He also made the NL All-Star team as a rookie, and then made it again the next year. In the 1955 Midsummer Classic, he earned the victory by striking out Al Kaline, Mickey Vernon, and Al Rosen in succession. In 1957, he went 9-9 with a 3.49 ERA for the Aaron- and Warren Spahn-led Braves who won the World Series. Then, despite the Braves’ discouragement of his two-sport aspirations, Conley rejoined the Celtics, to join Bill Russell and Tom Heinsohn in the Boston frontcourt for the 1958-59 season. In fifty regular-season appearances for Red Auerbach’s budding dynasty, Conley averaged 4.2 points per game, then he played in all eleven playoff games, averaging 4.9 points as the Celtics won their first of eight consecutive NBA titles. The peeved Braves responded by trading him to Philadelphia, where he played five more seasons (and four more basketball seasons) before retiring from both sports. It can be truly said that he was Bo Jackson before Bo Jackson. In six NBA seasons, Conley averaged 5.9 points and 6.3 rebounds. In eleven baseball seasons, he enjoyed five campaigns in which he won in double figures, he made three All­Star teams, and he went 91-96 with a 3.82 ERA.




  Conley, Jackson, and Sanders can quibble over which of them best excelled in two major sports simultaneously—indeed all three have impressive resumes, though none was as good a baseball player as Brian Jordan. But our search for the best baseball player who also played at the highest level of another sport would not be complete if we didn’t first consider another pitcher: Ron Reed, a tall right-hander whose short tenure on the hardwood and long career in the big leagues began after he starred in both sports at Notre Dame. The Detroit Pistons selected Reed twentieth overall in the 1965 NBA draft. Meanwhile, he signed a contract with the Milwaukee Braves, who had apparently forgotten by then their frustration with Conley’s forays into a second sport. The 6-foot 5-inch Reed appeared in fifty-seven games for the Pistons during the 1965-66 season and in sixty-two more the next season, averaging 8.0 points and 6.4 rebounds. At the same time, he was quickly working his way up the Braves’ minor league ladder, posting an ERA in the 1.00s at three of his first four stops. After making a brief appearance in the bigs late in 1966, Reed decided to focus solely on baseball. And by 1968, when he went 11-10 with a 3.35 ERA as a rookie, he was an All­Star. Although he never made another All-Star team, Reed stuck around in the big leagues for nineteen seasons and had a number of excellent campaigns. He was a starter for the Braves during his first eight years, and won at least ten games on six different occasions, including a high-water mark of 18-10 in 1969 when the Braves won the NL West. After being traded to the Cardinals, who then shipped him to the Phillies in 1975, Reed became a dominant reliever, registering at least fourteen saves in each of his first three seasons in the Philadelphia bullpen while maintaining an ERA in the 2.00s. He reached double figures in saves five times over the final nine years of his career, and went 13-8 in relief in 1979 and 9-1 in 1983. He was an important cog on the Phillies teams that beat the Royals in the 1980 World Series and lost to the Orioles in the 1983 Series. He retired in 1984 at the age of forty-one. Over his nineteen seasons Reed was 146-140 with 103 saves and a 3.46 ERA. Those aren’t quite Dennis Eckersley or John Smoltz numbers, but neither of those starters-turned-relievers began their big league career in another sport. For his efforts, Reed is our pick as the best baseball player who also played professionally in another sport.
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  [ 5 ]THE BEST-HITTING PITCHER





  He Sure Knew How to Help His Own Cause




  If the aim of this chapter were to coronate the best two-way player in baseball history, meaning the one who best excelled both at the plate and on the mound, then our discussion would be rather short, since, as any learned fan knows, Babe Ruth practically reinvented baseball’s offensive game after he’d begun his career as an exceptional left-handed pitcher. In his first six seasons, the Bambino went 89-46 with a sparkling 2.19 ERA, helping the Red Sox to three World Championships. Then, after being traded to the Yankees in 1920, he moved to the outfield, and fifteen years later he retired with a .342 lifetime average and 714 home runs. Ruth easily trounces the field of other players who converted from pitching to hitting, or vice versa, beating out distant runners-up such as Johnny Cooney, who was 34-44 as a left-handed starter with the Boston Braves between 1922 and 1930 before switching to the outfield and batting .286 over a ten-year second career as a right-handed hitter; “Smoky” Joe Wood, a staff mate of Ruth’s in Boston, who was a dominant 117-57 with a 2.03 ERA before injuries limited his effectiveness and forced him to the outfield where he hit .283 with 23 homers in six seasons; and Kid Gleason, who went 138-131 on the mound in the pre-modern era before batting .261 with 1,944 hits as a second baseman. As for the more contemporary converts, Rick Ankiel didn’t enjoy enough success on the mound to enter Ruth’s two-way stratosphere, no matter how many home runs he may slug as an outfielder; conversely, Ron Mahay, who played briefly for the Red Sox as an outfielder in 1995, didn’t do much with the bat before becoming a lefty reliever.
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