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CEREMONIAL FIRST PITCH


Hello, I’m Rob Neyer.

And I’m Bill James.

This book began the way that wars, scandals, and coauthored books usually begin: over lunch. This was more than ten years ago; the two of us worked together from 1989 through 1992. It was lunch one day in 1991 … Neyer was probably eating a cheese sandwich, James was probably munching on a large slab of some dead animal … and the two of us were talking about some pitcher from the 1950s. Memory suggests that it was Harvey Haddix. Between the two of us, we probably knew a couple of hundred facts about Harvey Haddix. We knew that he was small, that he threw left-handed, that he was very quick and an outstanding fielder. We knew that he won twenty games for the Cardinals in 1953, and also hit .289 that year. We knew of course about the twelve perfect innings in a 1959 game that he eventually lost, we knew that he helped the Pirates win the World Championship in 1960, and we knew that later on he was an effective reliever for the Orioles.

However, one of us happened to ask, “What did he throw?”

Was he a curveball specialist? Was he sneaky fast? Did he live on the sinker, or did he have a trick pitch? We didn’t have a clue. We knew nicknames and anecdotes and stats by the gross, but about this very basic element of his career—what he did on the mound—we drew a blank.

We thought about that for a minute, and then the conversation moved on. Ten minutes later, twenty minutes later, we were talking about another old pitcher … Paul Derringer or Larry French or somebody. Same thing. We knew many facts about the pitcher, but in this fundamental area, central to his career, we were about as useful as a gorilla with a sewing machine. A few minutes later, a third pitcher, and by this time we were primed to focus on the blank, like your tongue feeling out a missing tooth.

Both of us are compulsive collectors and readers of oldbaseball books. Both of us spend too many hundreds of dollars every year on our baseball libraries. Yet not only did we not know what many pitchers threw, we discovered that we had no reliable way to find out. There was no reference book, anywhere, that passed along this information. The encyclopedias were entirely silent on the subject. The Baseball Registers, a basic source for so many types of information, were no help at all. The old baseball guides were of little use. There were books about pitchers and pitching, of course, but these were hit and miss; finding specific information about a specific pitcher was always a long shot.

And so, realizing there was a hole in the baseball reference library, we simply set out to accumulate information about the subject. Rob went through Total Baseball and made a list of every pitcher in history who had pitched at least one thousand innings in the major leagues—through 1990, there were 905 of them—and we went to work, finding whatever information we could find about each pitcher.

In many ways this project was simply blessed. The systematic pursuit of this simple question—What did he throw?—was like opening a door into a vast, green area of the game that neither of us was ever really aware of before. One thing led to another, led to another, led to another. We wound up understanding things that we had never understood before; perhaps, in a few cases, understanding things that no one had understood before, because no one had pursued this question before. We started with a little cigar box in which to store information, more empty than full, and pushed out one side of it, and pushed out another, and rebuilt another, until we wound up with a very large pile of very interesting information.

The first thing we realized—we figured this out at lunch—was that if we were to accumulate this information, it would be of little use unless we documented it. How do we know Vean Gregg threw a drop ball? How do we know Herb Pennock threw an overhand curve, a sidearm curve, a change, a fastball and an occasional screwball?

“Because we said so” not only isn’t a good answer for you; it isn’t an answer that is helpful to us, either. Very often there are conflicts between sources. One source says that Nelson Potter’s best pitch was a screwball; another describes him as a knuckleball pitcher. How do you know what to believe? A documentary trail is essential to sorting out those conflicts, so from the first minute that we began working on this, we have maintained a complete record of the sources that we used.

And what a record it has become. In the process of compiling these files, we have used (and documented) thousands upon thousands of sources; we have no idea how many thousands. But this is getting a little ahead of the story. What did we mean by saying that this project was, in some ways, simply blessed?

At that time, James was the employer, Neyer the employee. James is not organized enough to keep track of his own wallet, let alone keep track of what somebody else is doing all day, and so being James’ employee involves long hours of sitting around waiting for an assignment. This project gave Neyer something he could do, consuming an essentially limitless number of hours; not only something he could do, but something which was fun, interesting, and actually productive.

We had several hundred old issues of The Sporting News in the office. They’re a lot of fun to read, but we might go a year without looking at them. This project created a reason to look through them, page by page, article by article. I’m not wasting time reading through a stack of Sport magazines from the 1950s (we could tell ourselves), I'm looking for information about pitches.

Over time, the quest to find which pitches everybody threw began to shape our libraries. In making a book-buying decision, we would tend to purchase books based, at least in part, on how promising they seemed as possible sources of pitch information. But this, again, is getting a little ahead of the story.

Within two or three months, we had located some information about probably 350 pitchers. Within a year, we were over 500—more than half the pitchers on our original list. Of course, looking backward, that information was sketchy, and a lot of it wasn’t accurate—really, now it seems like nothing—but we didn’t know that at the time. That was probably as much information as we expected to get.

We soon realized, however, that there were pitchers who pitched in the major leagues for fifteen years, seventeen years, even longer, who didn’t pitch 1,000 major-league innings. Paul Assenmacher didn’t pitch 1,000 major-league innings, Randy Myers didn’t. Jeff Montgomery, Larry Andersen, Tom Henke … none of these guys pitched 1,000 innings in the majors. We changed the standard from “1,000 innings” to “1,000 innings or 400 games.”

For probably the first year of the project, we didn’t make or save notes about pitchers who didn’t qualify for the list. But often, when searching for information about Bud Daley, we would stumble across information about Jim Archer, or Dan Pfister. What do you do with that information?

For the first year or so, we would just ignore it. Eventually it occurred to us that information about pitchers who didn’t qualify for the list was often just as interesting as information about pitchers who did. There was a Yankees pitcher in the 1920s named Walter Beall who pitched only 124 innings in the major leagues, but who nonetheless had a very famous curveball. Why throw that information away? What good does that do anybody?

So then we started saving information about pitchers who didn’t “qualify” for the list, just when we happened to see it. Many times, when looking for information about pitchers’ pitches, we would find notes about how fast pitchers threw. We started collecting those. More significantly, we would very often find, in the course of our research, notes about how the pitcher threw—whether he threw sidearm or overhand, whether he had a compact delivery or an awkward delivery, whether there was anything unusual about his actions on the mound.

Anything that helped the reader to visualize the pitcher on the mound, helped the reader to understand specifically how this pitcher differed from the next pitcher, we began to collect. Descriptions, notes, quotes … we put them all into the files. Later we realized there are some pitchers who become historically significant even though they don’t pile up innings or games (Herb Score, Bo Belinsky, David Clyde, scores of others), and that we really should reach out and find information about those guys, as well. We added Negro League pitchers. Just for the hell of it, we added a few pitchers who live only in our imaginations (if you look carefully, you’ll find them).

And of course, with the passage of time, the “qualifying” list swelled in number; this was, after all, back when Dubya’s daddy was still running the country and Bill Clinton could date in cheerful anonymity. The information in the files swelled and swelled and swelled, not because we were trying to build it up into a book, but simply because, once you begin collecting very specific information about pitchers, it is hard to know where to stop. Neyer left James’ employment in 1993, but the two of us continued to work together on this project, just in a casual way. James kept the list, and would occasionally add to it. Neyer, if he found any information, would e-mail James, and James would add that to the files.

John Sickels worked for James for a few years, and he also pitched a few items into the files, although his interest was never drawn to the project the way ours was (John built his own areas of expertise). Neyer, however, remained interested, and continued to work on it for nine years after leaving Lawrence, Kansas, where the project began. Sometimes he might go for months without sending any information—but sometimes he might send twenty-five or thirty items in a month. It never went away. The tooth was still missing.

Finally, in the summer of 2002, James happened to find a note about the pitches thrown by Cy Falkenberg, a pitcher of no special note who threw his last major-league pitch in 1917. Entering a now-familiar ritual, James pulled up the file (Pitch1.doc) and began to make the entry—and discovered that we already had information about Cy Falkenberg. Multiple pieces of information about Cy Falkenberg.

Days later, he found a note about Cecil Upshaw, went to enter this new information (Pitch2.doc)—and discovered that we already had multiple sources of information about Cecil Upshaw (1966-1975, 34 wins and 36 losses).

At this point, we realized that the time had come to publish the information in the files. This book is the consequence of that realization.

Since then, we have dealt with the problem of trying to “finish” (as a piece of furniture is “finished”) a project which could never be “finished” in the sense of being complete. Although we somehow had come up with a wealth of redundant information about Cy Falkenberg and Cecil Upshaw, we were still missing information about a couple of hundred “qualifying” pitchers, and for many others our information was thin. We began an aggressive outreach program to fill in the gaps.

Matthew Namee, who has worked with Bill for the last two years, was as interested in the project as we were, and he accepted the challenge of pulling the files together into something like a book form. This isn’t an acknowledgments section, but Matthew was almost a third co-author, in a way; he spent hundreds of hours revising and polishing the files, filling in gaps for the many pitchers whose careers have been played since the files were originally established (who are easy to research, because of the scouting report-type books which now are published every year, but who still need to be included). James made pilgrimages to The Sporting News archives in St. Louis, to pore through their clipping files. Neyer spent a few days in the Paul Ziffren Sports Resource Center at the Amateur Athletic Foundation in Los Angeles, and many days looking at microfilm in various other places. We hired Bill Deane and Eric Enders, in Cooperstown, to go to the Hall of Fame’s library and do research for us there.

To make the research files into a book, we have also added some miscellaneous articles about pitchers and pitching, some of them almost random, and some of them calculated to fill gaps. We wrote little biographies about a certain class of pitchers—pitchers who

a) pitched at least thirty years ago,

b) are not in the Hall of Fame,

c) have never been the subject of a book-length biography, but

d) had careers of Hall of Fame caliber.

Lon Warneke and Bucky Walters and Billy Pierce were every bit as good and every bit as interesting as Dazzy Vance and Rube Waddell and Don Drysdale; they just didn’t happen to make the Hall of Fame cut, and so less attention is paid to them. It seemed to us to be consistent with what we are doing here to fill that gap, to even the playing field a little bit between Tommy Bridges and Dizzy Dean. Other stuff is more random—lists of the pitchers with the best curveballs, the best fastballs of the 1890s and so on, because it is fun to compile those lists and fun to read them, and an article about pitchers who have unique records (only major-league pitcher ever to go 24-5, etc.) because … well, one of us got interested in the subject, and it’s a book about pitching, so it qualifies.

We haven’t filled every gap; we haven’t thickened every thin spot. We have come astonishingly close. If you had told us twelve years ago that we would wind up with actual, documented information about the pitches thrown by roughly ninety-eight percent of the pitchers with substantial major-league careers, plus hundreds who had not-verysubstantial careers, I don’t think we would have believed you. But that’s what we’ve got, and we hope you like it.
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PART I
PITCHES





WHAT DO YOU CALL THAT THING?


It has been our policy, since we began this effort, simply to call every pitch by whatever name its author called it.

Many times this is not as straightforward as it seems. Many times—most times, we suppose—the information about a pitch does not come from the pitcher himself, but from somebody who played with him or somebody who wrote about him. What the other person calls the pitch is not necessarily what the pitcher would have called it.

Also, many times the best descriptions of a pitcher’s work are not contemporary descriptions, but descriptions written down fifteen or twenty years later. The language of the game changes substantially in every generation; a rising fastball becomes a four-seam fastball which becomes a four-seamer, a forkball becomes a split-fingered fastball which becomes a splitter, a drop curve becomes an overhand curve which becomes a 12-to-6 curve, an incurve becomes a fadeaway, a fadeaway becomes a screwball, and now almost nobody throws a screwball but people throw a circle change-up that does the same thing, sort of.

A pitcher will say, forty years after the fact, that he threw a knuckle curve, although we know for certain that

a) the term “knuckle curve” hadn’t been invented at that time, and

b) even now, there is no consistent definition of what a knuckle curve is or what it does.

In fact, in many cases there is not a consistent definition of what some pitch is. One guy will call a pitch a slider; another guy will call the same pitch a curve. Don Newcombe, according to some sources, had an outstanding slider—but Newcombe never threw a slider. He threw a pitch that looked like a slider, but he and those close to him called it a curve.

Sometimes old timers would call the David Wells pitch, the pitch we now call a 12-to-6 curveball, a “drop”—but other people might use the term “drop” to mean the forkball, or some version of sinker.

It is our policy to call each pitch whatever the pitcher called it, but this is of no use to you if you don’t know what the damn thing was. We had not anticipated when we began this effort how difficult it would become to trace the changes in the language, and to tie those changes in the language to the pitches that are being thrown. Both things change, over time—the language changes, and the pitches in common use change. Documenting those changes, and tying one to another, is perhaps the fundamental challenge of this book.

This will require several articles to explain, but let us begin in this way.

At the start of major league baseball in 1871, pitchers were not supposed to be the focus of the game. A pitcher’s job was to deliver the ball, to start the action—but not to get the batter out.

By 1870, half a dozen pitchers were experimenting with curve balls. You know this story, but bear with us; we have a point. Some physicists, nineteenth-century Robert Adair know-it-alls, claimed that it was impossible to make a ball curve, and for many years this argument raged, even well after various pitchers had actually demonstrated that yes, it damn well could be done (see biographic article about Tommy Bond).

Now, visualize Candy Cummings throwing a curve ball. Little bitty guy, 120 pounds, square hat and a uniform with a collar like the one your father wears to church; picture it in your mind … Got it?

At least eighty-eight percent of you just made a very basic mistake. Candy Cummings threw underhand. Submarine style. That first generation of curveball pitchers, who battled science to demonstrate that a baseball could be curved—they all threw underhand, because the rules said they had to.

And they didn’t throw very hard. The rules in the 1870s required that a pitch be thrown with a stiff wrist and a stiff elbow. This constraint was there, essentially, to prohibit the pitcher from throwing hard (remember, they weren’t supposed to be getting the hitters out, not all by themselves).

Well … they weren’t supposed to throw hard, but they did. The rule against using your wrist, the rule requiring a stiff arm, was all but impossible to enforce, and so pitchers, from the very beginning of professional baseball, did throw hard—not anything like as hard as major-league pitchers throw now, but they threw as hard as they could under the constraints placed upon them, and it looked pretty hard to the hitters.

And probably—this is just an opinion—but probably they made that ball curve like you wouldn’t believe. Why? The baseballs.

If a baseball isn’t perfectly centered, it will break unpredictably. A lopsided baseball will break in ways that you can’t imagine, if you’re accustomed to twenty-first-century baseballs. The manufacturing standards of baseballs in the 1870s weren’t anything like what they are now. The baseballs were probably very often a little bit lopsided when they were brand new—and they didn’t throw them out and get new ones eight or ten times an inning. They used baseballs until they couldn’t use them any more.

So that’s baseball in the 1870s—underhanded pitching, supposed to be a stiff arm and stiff wrist, balls probably not thrown more than seventy-five miles an hour, but curves like Pamela Anderson. There were basically three pitches in the 1870s: the curve, the fastball, and the change, all thrown underhanded.

This is not an article about the rules, but we’re just saying … you have to implant the rules within your mind before you can understand anything about the game. By the early 1880s, the “stiff arm, stiff wrist” regulation was completely gone, and pitchers were whittling away at the regulation about throwing underhanded. They were pushing the limits, swinging the arm out away from the body a little bit as they delivered the pitch, then throwing sidearm, and then, by the mid-1880s, throwing overhand (see article about Tony Mullane).

As overhand pitching developed, pitch selections developed. The drop curve and the down shoot became common in the second half of the 1880s. Some pitchers in the 1880s, most notably Old Hoss Radbourn, began to throw a wide variety of pitches. And they certainly threw harder than pitchers had thrown in the 1870s—this, after all, was the driving force behind the switch from underhand to overhand pitching. They switched to overhand because they could throw harder that way.

Within a very few years, between 1882 and 1887, underhand pitching became virtually extinct. Between 1889 and 1892 the first real hard throwers entered baseball. The 1890 Spalding Guide, edited by Henry Chadwick, reported that “The most effective work in the box since overhand throwing succeeded the straight-arm delivery of the ball to the bat, was that accomplished in 1889. There was far more of strategic skill exhibited to the position, for one thing, and the tendency to depend upon mere speed for success was not resorted to except among the less intelligent class of pitchers.”

Baseball men today, early in the twenty-first century, often complain about the way the radar guns have redefined pitching; it’s as if everything revolves around speed, and the strategy of getting the batter out with movement, deception, and location is not respected as it should be. There were no radar guns in 1890, but what Chadwick was saying then was exactly the same thing—and, of course, it was true then and it is true now.

By 1892 Chadwick was still sounding the same theme, but coming at it from a different angle.

The season of 1891 was marked by some exhibitions of swift pitching unequaled in the annals of the game, and yet it was not effective in placing the team, which had the cyclone pitchers, in the lead. If the speed is too great for catchers to handle even with the protection the defensive paraphernalia at command which the breast pads, the masks, and the padded gloves of the period yields, why then it is worse than useless. It was skilled strategic pitching which helped to win the pennant in 1891 and not “cyclone” pitching. Speed is all very well as an aid to success, but without … thorough command of the ball to give it full effect, it is more costly than otherwise.

(Italics ours; not in original.) The team to which Chadwick referred here, which “had the cyclone pitchers” but did not place “in the lead” was, of course, the New York Giants, with Amos Rusie. Rusie, who threw harder than anyone before him, led the National League that year in strikeouts, with 337, but also in walks, with 262, and the Giants finished third.

Rusie did not succeed in driving the Giants to the pennant—but Rusie and a few other hard-throwing pitchers who came up about the same time (Cy Young, Jouett Meekin) forced the National League to move the pitcher’s mound back, and they forced the League to switch from a pitcher’s “box” to a pitcher’s “slab” (or “rubber,” as it is called now). Remember—this is the other mistake we inevitably make in visualizing the early game—from 1881 to 1892 the pitchers were throwing from fifty feet away.

And they took a running start.

Well, in 1892 the National League batting average was .245, and frankly it’s kind of amazing that it was that high. You get a guy with a major-league fastball taking a jump start and throwing at you from fifty feet—that’s hard to hit. Within a few years, had they not done something about it, the league batting average would probably have been .210.

In 1893, however, they moved the pitching mound back to sixty feet, six inches, and they locked the pitcher to a little slab, rather than allowing him a “box” in which to shuffle his feet as he went into his delivery.

This opened the door to a ten-year period of massive experimentation in pitching. Apart from speed, there is a big, big difference between pitching from fifty feet and pitching from sixty. It is very difficult to make a baseball do anything from fifty feet. You take a knuckleball pitcher pitching from fifty feet, the batting average against him would be about .748, because the ball doesn’t really break until the last few feet. Of course, you can make the ball break earlier if you do things a little differently, but still, it’s a lot easier to get the ball to do something over the course of sixty feet than fifty feet.

The hitters ruled baseball for three or four years in the mid-1890s, but then the pitchers began to catch up. Inshoots, outshoots, drop curves, hard curves, slow curves, raise balls, spit balls, slow balls, overhand curves, sidearm curves … these guys threw everything.

Modern pitching really began in the years following the 1893 rules changes. Yes, it is true that Mickey Welch and a couple of other guys had thrown a primitive in-shoot in the mid-1880s, which may have been a screwball/fadeaway, or may actually have been closer to Greg Maddux’ cut fastball. It was something that drifted in on a right-handed hitter (from a right-handed pitcher).

But really, it was the pitchers of the 1890s—Rusie, Cy Young, Kid Nichols, Clark Griffith, Kid Gleason, Bill Hutchison, Brickyard Kennedy, Pink Hawley—who invented the modern pitching repertoire. By 1903, not literally but generally speaking, the pitchers were throwing everything we throw now. The forerunner of every modern pitch was in use somewhere by 1910.

Many years ago, in the early 1980s, one of us (Bill) wrote, “Babe Ruth was a hurricane who swept up the precious strategies of the previous generation and scattered them like ashes. You cannot oppose a home run offense with a one-run offense; you’ll get beat.” What he was saying is, Babe Ruth simplified the game, from an offensive standpoint. The baseball of the years 1910-1919 was very, very rich in strategy—lots of bunts, huge numbers of stolen-base attempts, constant efforts to hit and run. A full-fledged war was fought: hitters and runners vs. pitchers and catchers. Babe Ruth stopped all of that, because he proved that you could do more damage with long-range artillery than you could by fighting the war one base at a time.

What we had never understood, until we began this effort, was that the exact opposite happened, at the same time, with pitching. Offenses were complex and rich in strategy before 1920; simple and direct after that. But pitching was simple and direct in the years just before 1920, and became much more rich and complicated just after that.

Why? The spitball. Not just the spitball, but the emery ball, the tar ball, the licorice ball, the grease ball, the mud ball, the shine ball, the scuff ball, the paraffin ball … anything you can think of (and a lot you can’t), they tried it.

The scuff ball was perfected in the minor leagues in 1908, and brought to the majors in 1910. It was originally held secret by its inventor, Russ Ford, but the secret was picked up by George Kahler in 1911 or 1912, and became common knowledge within a year after that.

The spitball, developed in approximately 1902, had already begun to put an end to the rich experimentation in pitching which characterized the years after 1893. The emery ball brought strategy in pitching to a screeching halt.

You have to understand, these guys were not subtle about defacing the baseballs. They rubbed dirt on the ball, rubbed tar on it, spit tobacco juice on it. They spiked it, rubbed as much sweat into it as they could get in there, did everything they could do to make the baseball dark, heavy and lifeless. If they could find a pool of water, they’d drop it in the water. This was all either legal or ignored by the officials.

Well, think about it. If you can openly do that stuff to the baseball, are you going to mess around with a dinky little curve and a screwball used as a change? Of course not. The silliest question that people ask about this era is how many pitchers threw the spitball. Everybody threw the spitball. Walter Johnson threw the spitball. You couldn’t help it. That was what the ball was.

And—this is an overstatement, but it contains more truth than falsehood—everything else was dying out. Why mess around with a nickel curve, when you can just rub shoe polish on the ball and fill it up with sweat, and it takes Ty Cobb to get the thing out of the infield?

We came to this realization while following up on two things that puzzled us about the information we had: One realization was that there were a number of pitchers from the late 1910-1919 era who were hard to document … hard to find specific references for. Why? Because, when everybody is throwing the scuff ball, the press will stop reporting that such-and-such a pitcher is throwing the scuff ball. It’s assumed; it’s unstated, and therefore difficult to document.

The other thing we noticed was that, just after 1920, there was another explosion of experiments in pitching.

The things that are written about pitching just after 1920 are night and day different from the things written about pitching just before 1920. As to the “explosion of experiments” in pitching … look at the comments, in the pages that follow, on Vic Aldrige, on Virgil Barnes, on Jesse Haines, on Rosy Ryan. Aldridge is talking about using the curve more in Wrigley Field, but switching to the fastball more in other parks. Barnes is talking about the difference between a roundhouse curve and a sharp-breaking curve. The Rosy Ryan comment reveals that, by 1923, John McGraw had his men charting pitches—the first known reference to this practice.

In 1920 or ’21, Joe Bush came up with a forkball. In 1921 or 72, Jesse Haines began using the knuckleball. The knuckleball had been invented earlier, in 1906 or thereabouts, but was used as more than a waste pitch by only a few pitchers before 1920. Just after 1920 you have star pitchers in both leagues (Haines and Eddie Rommel) throwing clearly and unmistakably different pitches, but both calling it a knuckle ball.

Lefty Grove came to the majors in 1925, using what is really the first “modern” delivery. Dead Ball Era pitchers did a lot of stuff with their arms; Grove brought to the majors a power delivery, getting a lot of drive out of his legs. It was copied by everybody, and eventually became the standard delivery of the 1950s and ’60s. Shortly after that, the slider begins to emerge as a distinct pitch, rather than being simply the “curve” that is used by some pitchers—the so-called nickel curve.

The language changes. The pitch which was known as the fadeaway becomes the screwball, sometime between 1921 and 1928. The old terms “inshoot” and “outshoot” and “drop curve” disappear, and are replaced by new terms like “sinker” and “sailer.” From 1870 until the early 1920s, the word “curve” was a generic term which meant “any breaking pitch.” Articles would include mention of a pitcher’s “fastball and curves,” which could mean just about anything. Beginning in the 1920s, pitches begin to develop—knuckleballs and forkballs and, later, sliders—which are clearly “breaking pitches” in the sense that they are not simple fastballs or changes, but which are not called “curves.” The term “breaking ball” replaces that meaning of the term “curve.”

Urban Shocker, one of the great pitchers of the era, maintains meticulous notes about every hitter in the league. Catchers—who, as late as 1925, would often stand to receive the pitch when there was nobody on base—go into a full squat on every pitch. The origin of the slider, although it can legitimately be dated earlier or later, really traces to that era, to the mid-1920s, when George Uhle and then Red Ruffing began throwing the pitch that became known as the slider.

At first, we were puzzled by this. Why is all of this stuff happening at the same time? Why are there so many interesting things happening in pitching, all at once?

And then it hit us. Oh, of course; it’s the flip side of the Babe Ruth phenomenon. When they took the spitball away from pitchers in 1920, the pitchers went to school. The league ERA was going through the roof, and the pitchers were scrambling to catch up.

The great pitchers of the Dead Ball Era—and don’t get us wrong, they were great pitchers—were basically one-pitch pitchers. Walter Johnson didn’t worry much about refining his curve ball until he was in his mid-thirties. Pete Alexander was called “Old Low and Away” because he would throw that same pitch, that little sinker or curve or slider or whatever it was, probably eighty-eight miles an hour and tailing away from a right-handed hitter—he would throw that until the sun went down and the umpires had to stop the game. Eddie Cicotte … well, he was anything but a one-pitch pitcher, but he’s the exception. There is one of those in every generation. Most great pitchers had either a great fastball or a great spitball, and that was all they needed.

Johnson and Alexander could pitch that way because

a) they had fantastic arms, and, in the case of Alexander, fantastic control, and

b) the game was working for them.

They could make mistakes and get away with most of them, because the ball didn’t jump. The pitchers who came along after 1920 couldn’t afford to think that way. They needed every edge they could find.

The most enduring pitches to emerge from this “era of experimentation,” 1920-1927, were the slider and the forkball. The origins of the slider, as we said before, are difficult to trace The earliest pitcher who clearly and absolutely threw the slider, in our opinion (actually, in Bill’s opinion; Rob thinks Bill is a lunatic), was Chief Bender. Bender did not have a name for the pitch, which in that era was not really unusual (because any breaking pitch could just be called “a curve”; a pitcher might throw three or four curves—a drop, an outcurve, etc.). The pitch now called the slider was one of Bender’s curves.

Bender, however, was probably not the first pitcher to throw the slider; he was merely the earliest pitcher to whom the modern slider can clearly be traced. Clark Griffith (1891-1914) relied heavily on a hard, late-breaking curve ball very much like a slider. Cy Young, who threw a wide-breaking curve the first half of his career, rejuvenated his career in 1901 when he switched to a harder, slider-like curve with a smaller break.

Arthur Daley once suggested that the “secret” of Pete Alexander’s greatness may have been that he was throwing a slider as his bread-and-butter pitch, and a really good slider at that, at a time when nobody had seen the slider and didn’t know what to do with it. That’s one theory, but another theory is that maybe a lot of pitchers from that generation were throwing the pitch now known as the slider, but, like Bender, just never articulated it as a separate pitch.

But Bender, while he clearly threw the pitch, threw it once in a while. George Uhle, late in his career, threw it a lot (and is sometimes credited with inventing the pitch). Red Ruffing threw the slider (and is also sometimes credited with inventing it).

Lefty Grove, in the late 1950s when the slider was the hot pitch, said the pitch he had called the “sailer” was actually the same pitch as the slider. (A lot of people in the ’20s and ’30s threw a sailer, but probably most of them were using that name for what we would now call a cut fastball—a fastball that “sails.”)

Anyway, isolated pitchers in the 1920s were probably throwing the slider, but it never quite emerged, somehow, as a big-name pitch.

The eventual breakthrough of the slider, in the late 1930s, can be traced to three things: the pitch getting its own name, Red Ruffing’s successful career, and Bucky Walters’ MVP season in 1939. Walters, a converted infielder, was taught to throw the slider—with no name attached to it, just a generic curve—in 1935, by Chief Bender. Perfecting the pitch, Walters rode it to a 27-11 mark in 1939—oddly enough, the same record George Uhle posted in 1926.

In 1938, only a very few pitchers were throwing the slider, and the average baseball fan probably would never have heard the term “slider.” By 1948, everybody and his friggin’ brother was throwing the pitch, and the name had become a permanent part of the game. It was the pitch of the 1950s, and it was very controversial. Old-timers, for reasons you probably have to be well over seventy years old to understand, hated the pitch, and blamed everything that was wrong with the game of baseball on the slider. Well, the slider and the Red Communists. When Bob Feller suggested that George Blaeholder be put in the Hall of Fame for inventing the slider, Frankie Frisch said, “Blaeholder goes in the Hall of Fame for inventing the pitch that enabled Roger Maris to hit 61 home runs?” (Frankie wasn’t quite seventy at the time, but he was prematurely grouchy.)

In the 1940s, teams began hiring pitching coaches. We think the first true pitching coach might have been Earle Brucker with the A’s, in the early ’40s. The Indians hired Mel Harder in 1948. Casey Stengel had Jim Turner and relied heavily on him, and Leo Durocher had Frank Shellenback; by the mid-1950s everybody had to have a pitching coach (another thing which irritated the grouchy old-timers, by the way, unless they were lucky enough to get one of the jobs).

One practical effect of every team having a pitching coach was to add weight to conventional thinking. Since 1920, many major-league pitchers had thrown a knuckleball as a part of a standard repertoire. Fastball, curveball, maybe the slider, and a change-up which might be a knuckleball or a palmball or something else. But there has always been a strong irrational prejudice against the knuckleball; if there wasn’t, there would be a hundred knuckleball pitchers in the major leagues today.

One manifestation of this gut-level dislike of the knuckler was the argument that a pitcher shouldn’t throw the knuckleball as a part of a mixed repertoire; instead, the pitch should be left to specialists. This argument had been around at least since the 1930s (see entry on Joe Bowman), but it gained momentum when pitching coaches were hired. It was a way that guys like Frank Shellenback could explain why it was okay for Hoyt Wilhelm to throw the knuckleball (about which Shellenback probably didn’t know the first thing), but not okay for a young pitcher like you.

When I became a baseball fan in 1960 (this is James; Neyer wasn’t even born in 1960), a fan would hear this argument several times every summer, served like communion. As I look back on it, this seems exceedingly strange. For forty years, there had been pitchers who mixed a knuckleball in with other pitches, quite successfully, and in 1960 there were still many such pitchers. Early Wynn won the Cy Young Award in 1959, mixing the knuckleball in with fastballs and curves and sliders, and Bob Purkey went 23-5 in 1962, doing the same thing. Vern Law, Cy Young Award winner in 1960, would bust out an occasional knuckler, and frank Lary threw some knuckleballs when he went 23-9 in 1961. Many other pitchers of that era did the same thing—yet pitching coaches were actively and successfully pushing the idea that you couldn’t do this. You’d hurt your arm, they would say, and you wouldn’t be consistent enough with the knuckleball to make it effective. Jim Bouton was told to stop throwing that damn knuckleball, so that’s what he did until he blew out his arm and didn’t have a choice.

So the knuckleball, as a part of a mixed repertoire, essentially disappeared after 1960. Another consequence of the hiring of pitching coaches was the beginning of the movement toward streamlined, “efficient” pitching deliveries. If you watch films of games from the 1950s, the deliveries of pitchers seem extraordinary—arms and legs flying like torpedoes. Even Bob Gibson’s delivery, from the late 1960s, looks quite extraordinary today. Any modern pitching coach, given a young Bob Gibson, would immediately set out to expunge all that unnecessary flailing about.

From 1950 to the present, pitching mechanics have gotten more and more streamlined, and more and more compact. This continues to this day; even the deliveries of the early 1980s, compared to those of the early twenty-first century, look a little bit quaint and melodramatic. Speaking as a guy who doesn’t know shit about it but has strong opinions anyway (this is Bill again), I don’t believe there is any valid reason for this change; I don’t believe there is any actual reason to streamline the deliveries. Give me Bob Gibson any day; I don’t care about the noise in the delivery. But the real Bob Gibson struggled for years before emerging as a star—and in modern baseball, the coaches would beat that excessive motion out of him and bury him in the bullpen.

All of that traces back to about 1950—the hiring of pitching coaches, the elimination of the knuckler as a part of a mixed repertoire, and the simplification of pitching mechanics. There is a fourth thing that traces to 1950: the two fastballs.

In modern baseball, the four-seam and the two-seam fastball are completely distinct pitches, and it is relatively easy to distinguish one from the other. Trying to walk backward on this … when did this occur? When did pitchers start throwing multiple and distinct varieties of the fastball?

The first pitcher who is known to have thrown both a rising and a sinking fastball is Curt Simmons, 1950. (Satchel Paige threw two distinct fastballs, but neither of them was a sinker.) Simmons, who had a great fastball, emerged as a star in 1950, and gave interviews talking about throwing both a rising and a sinking fastball.

Here the two of us, the two authors of this book, diverge. Bill is of the opinion that Simmons most likely was among the very first pitchers to do this. There probably was an antecedent to it, in the way that Chief Bender is an antecedent to Bucky Walters, but, in Bill’s opinion, it probably was not at all common before 1950.

Neyer disagrees. Rob is more of the opinion that Simmons is merely the earliest pitcher we can document throwing the two distinct fastballs, and that there is little reason to believe that the practice was not common before then.

This is James again. My argument is that the practice could not have been common much before 1950, because there is simply no awareness of the two fastballs as distinct pitches. In the Lon Warneke biographic article, I quote Tom Meany as talking about how much Warneke looked like Dazzy Vance, on the mound. But Warneke obviously threw a two-seam fastball; Vance obviously threw a four-seamer. Meany didn’t see that, because this distinction wasn’t meaningful to him. It wasn’t meaningful to anybody in that generation.

This is Neyer. My argument is that many, many pitchers before Curt Simmons were said to have “a weirdly sinking fast ball” or something similar, and one can find photos of pitchers gripping their fastball along the seams, even though most of the instructional books of the time told young pitchers to hold the ball across the seams, to get that “rise” (which does not, of course, literally exist). I think that pitchers tried different things, and some of them discovered that if they used the two-seam grip, they could make the ball do funny things. Sinking things. And it’s likely that they used that funny fastball in conjunction with the regular one. In fact, there are multiple references to pitchers who threw both a fastball and a “sinker,” which I think was, in some cases, a two-seam fastball.

In any case, there is little hard evidence of other pitchers throwing the two fastballs until the mid-1960s, when the practice suddenly exploded in popularity. The next successful pitcher who can be documented as throwing the two fastballs, after Curt Simmons, is Wally Bunker, the teenager who went 19-5 in 1964. Bunker was a teammate of Robin Roberts that summer; Roberts, of course, had for many years been a teammate of Curt Simmons.

Bob Shaw, in a 1972 book about pitching, specifically warned young pitchers against trying to throw the two fastballs. It would be interesting to know what the hell he was thinking. Shaw may have tried to throw the two fastballs, and found that it wasn’t helpful to him, or he may have been parroting something he had been told by a pitching coach when he was young.

In any case, by the time Shaw published his warning, the battle was lost. Bob Gibson—also a teammate of Curt Simmons for several years—threw both a rising and a sinking fastball (although we don’t know the exact date when he began to throw both; Gibson expanded his repertoire throughout his major-league career). There were a large number of star pitchers born in the years 1940 through ’44 who reached the majors between 1964 and 1967: Don Sutton, Tom Seaver, Ferguson Jenkins, Jim Palmer, Steve Carlton. Most or all of these pitchers threw both the sinking and the rising fastball. By the time Shaw was telling young pitchers not to do this, most of the great young pitchers were doing it.

For some reason, sometime in the late 1980s the language changed; the “rising” fastball became a “four-seam” fastball, the “sinking” fastball became a “two-seam” fastball. We believe that the catalyst for this change was Syd Thrift. Thrift, who wrote a 1990 book [The Game According to Syd), was a popular figure in the mid- to late 1980s, and he talked about the two-seam and four-seam fastball. One of his theories was that he could help a pitcher throw harder by teaching him to switch from a two-seam to a four-seam fastball; the four-seamer, which rises, tends to come in two to four miles an hour faster. Almost every pitcher who throws the two fastballs throws the four-seamer a few miles an hour faster.

Let’s see, what else is changing … Around 1980 the forkball was more or less replaced by the split-fingered fastball. A short description of what happened to the forkball, 1940-1975, is that it became an old man’s pitch, and it became impossible to teach young pitchers to throw it.

In the early 1940s, the forkball was moderately popular, competing with the knuckleball to become the “freak delivery” of choice. In the late 1940s the slider became even hotter, but the forkball remained a popular pitch to teach a young pitcher.

The forkball, as thrown by Joe Bush or Ernie Bonham or Joe Page, was a hard thrown ball—like a splitter. Dizzy Trout threw a forkball; he probably threw it 90 miles an hour. [This paragraph and the next are solely Bill’s opinion; Rob’s not at all convinced.] But what happened was, as the generation of pitchers who learned the forkball from 1945 to 1955 aged, it became an old man’s pitch. By the late 1960s, virtually the only people left who threw the forkball were old guys like Elroy Face and Diego Segui. They threw the forkball about 78 miles an hour, because that was as hard as they could throw.

The forkball, then, wasn’t “cool”; you couldn’t teach a young pitcher to throw a forkball, because he thought you were dissin’ him, trying to get him to throw that slop. The appeal of the split-fingered fastball was that it was a fastball, man; it had cachet.

The splitter is not exactly the same pitch as the forkball; a lot of people think that it’s just the same pitch with a different name, but there actually is a subtle difference. But the splitter, and Bruce Sutter, brought the forkball back to life. Bruce Sutter was taught to throw the forkball in the minor leagues in 1973, by Freddie Martin; he called it a forkball at the time. Sutter became a superstar in 1977, and the split-fingered fastball took hold at about the same time. Sutter switched to calling his a splitter, and the pitch came back to life.

Actually, both pitches came back to life; after Sutter there were a lot of pitchers, and several star pitchers, who threw the forkball as a key pitch. Bob Welch and Dave Stewart threw the forkball, and the forkball is alive and well today. And everybody and his friggin’ uncle threw the splitter. The splitter was often called the “pitch of the ’80s.”

Tony Kubek would say that the real pitch of the eighties was the circle change. That was true, too; for three years there you couldn’t get through the turnstile without being hit by a circle change.

The next big thing in pitching—and, for now, the last big thing—is the cut fastball. Up-to-the-minute history tends not to age well, so we’ll pass over the cutter fairly lightly.

In writing about the knuckleball, I noted that, in the 1920s, there were two quite distinct pitches being thrown, both called the knuckleball. One was the pitch we now call the knuckleball; the other was a pitch thrown much harder and with a different break, but also called a knuckleball (see entries on Eddie Rommel, Ben Cantwell, Jesse Haines and Freddie Fitzsimmons).

To a modern reader, this seems very odd, that you would have distinct pitches sharing the same name. But if you think about it, we’re doing the same thing now with the cut fastball. There are all kinds of different things right now being called a cut fastball. There is a cutter that breaks in; there is a cutter that breaks out. Pitchers talk about “cutting” the fastball in or “cutting” it out. The cut fastball is a pitch that is thrown like a fastball, but held a little bit off-center so that it spins out of the hand with a different rotation. Greg Maddux throws what is called a cut fastball, but which is a pitch that drifts to the plate like a falling leaf; it seems bizarre, to me, to call that damn thing any kind of a fastball.

The key figure in the popularity of the cut fastball is Mariano Rivera, the magnificent Yankee relief ace who bears an uncanny resemblance to the young Henry Fonda. Mariano throws a hard fastball that explodes in on a left-handed hitter. And, as is always the case, this has antecedents going back many years.

Another thing that is happening right now is that more pitchers are throwing underhand/low sidearm than at any time since 1887. From 1890 to 1990 there were never more than a couple of pitchers at a time who threw underhanded or used a low-sidearm delivery (see entry on Joe McGinnity; see also list of underhand/low sidearm pitchers since 1901, page 436). Now we have … who knows how many? There must be a couple dozen of them in the major leagues, and some teams have two or three of them.

Bill James is on record as predicting, many years ago, that underhanded pitching would eventually return, and become a standard, if not the standard, way of pitching. It may be that it’s starting to happen. It may also be that this little boomlet will soon bust. Unless there is a dramatic success story—Byun-Hyung Kim or Chad Bradford wins the Cy Young Award—the revival is not likely to catch fire. The down side of underhanded pitching is that it limits the pitcher’s repertoire. Well, maybe not, but the repertoire of pitches which have been successfully thrown by underhanded pitchers, to this point in time, is fairly limited. This is where we are in 2004, anyway; we’ll just have to see what happens next.

This is not everything there is to say about the history of pitch selections; this is just a very general overview. We’ll follow with a few other articles to flesh it out.




ALL THE PITCHES WE COULD FIND


(okay, most of them)

ROB NEYER

This is not designed as an instructional book; there are plenty of good ones out there already. But we hope that when you run across a pitch in the middle of this book that you don’t recognize, you can find a decent description of its origins and physical characteristics here. You’ll find all the big pitches mentioned below, but they also get their own essays in the pages that follow.

BLOOPER a.k.a. Floater According to The Pitcher (John Thorn and John Holway, 1987), this high, arching pitch was “brought into popularity by Indianapolis’ Bill Phillips (formerly of Cincinnati).”

Phillips pitched for the Reds from 1899 through 1903, then spent 1904 with Indianapolis (as both pitcher and manager), so we can guess that Phillips showed off his floater that season. To say he brought anything into popularity is a stretch, though, because it would be another forty years until another pitcher would be well-known for throwing a floater/blooper.

What’s unique about the Blooper is that it’s been thrown so rarely that oftentimes the pitch is nicknamed after (or by) its practitioner. The most famous floater/ blooper was named “Eephus” by Rip Sewell. Steve Hamilton, a side-arming relief pitcher of the late ’60s and early ’70s, threw a blooper called the “Folly Floater.” And in the 1980s, Dave LaRoche’s ultra-slow ball was called the “LaLob.”

In recent years, only Orlando “El Duque” Hernandez has shown off a version of the blooper. He used the pitch, thrown at approximately fifty miles per hour and rarely for a strike, a few times per game in 2002, and on August 26 he made the highlight reels when Alex Rodriguez took one blooper for a ball, then hit the next one over the fence for his forty-sixth home run of the season.

BREAKING BALL Term used to describe a curveball, a slider, or as a catch-all for any pitch that either can’t be identified or falls somewhere in between the curve and slider.

CHANGE-UP a.k.a. Change of Pace, Slow Ball, Change Any pitch that’s designed to fool the batter because of its lack of speed. There are “specialty” change-ups—circle change, palmball, slip pitch, and others—but “change” often simply means “taking something off” the fastball or curveball.

Also see Circle Change, Forkball, Foshball, Palmball, and Slip Pitch.

CIRCLE CHANGE If the split-finger fastball was the pitch of the ’80s, then the Circle Change-up was the Pitch of the ’90s (or one of them; the Cut Fastball probably belongs in there somewhere, too).

The first printed reference I’ve found to “circle change” is in The Scouting Report: 1990. What’s more, the first edition of Paul Dickson’s The Dickson Baseball Dictionary, published in 1989, does not include “circle change” (or “circle change-up”) among the 5,000-some baseball terms listed. So there’s good reason to think the term didn’t gain any sort of currency until the early 1990s.

But when was the pitch itself invented?

Jim Slaton recently said, “We didn’t have the circle change back then”—Slaton pitched in the majors from 1971 through 1986—“so for a change-up I just took something off my two-seam fastball.”

On the other hand … Wayne Twitchell told me he threw the circle change late in his career (which ended in 1979). Tim McCarver has described Johnny Podres’ change-up as a circle change.1 And I believe that Warren Spahn was throwing the circle-change—or something very much like it—in the 1950s.

Warren Spahn? Yes, Warren Spahn.

While everybody knew that Spahn threw a great screwball in the latter part of his career, for years Spahn denied throwing a screwball at all. It seems likely, to me at least, that he was actually throwing the pitch that is now known as the circle change (or something like it). In The New Yorker, Roger Angell wrote about watching and listening as Spahn tutored an apathetic Mickey Mahler in 1987 …

“Look, it’s easy,” Spahnie said. “You just do this.” His left thumb and forefinger were making a circle, with the three other fingers pointing up, exactly is if he were flashing the “O.K.” sign to someone nearby. The ball was tucked comfortably up against the circle, without being held by it, and the other fingers stayed up and apart, keeping only a loose grip on the pill. Thrown that way, he said, the ball departed naturally off the inside, or little-finger side, of the middle finger, and would then sink and break to the left as it crossed the plate. “There’s nothing to it,” he said optimistically. “Just let her go, and remember to keep your hand up so it stays inside your elbow. Throw it like that, and you turn it over naturally—a nice, easy movement, and the arm follows through on the same track.2

Sounds a lot like the circle change to me, though Angell, probably taking a cue from Spahn, calls the pitch a “sinker-screwball.” That’s apparently what Spahn called the pitch when he actually used it, but the description of both the technique and the movement of the pitch … well, that’s the circle change-up. That’s the pitch that Pedro Martinez throws (though it’s unlikely that anybody, even Warren Spahn, has ever thrown it as well as Pedro throws it).

The key to the success of the circle change, in the marketplace of pitches, is what Spahn said: “There’s nothing to it.”

CROSSFIRE Not a pitch, but a style of pitching that once enjoyed a certain degree of popularity. Basically, the idea is that a right-handed pitcher (for example) works from the extreme right edge of the pitching rubber, and instead of stepping toward the plate, he steps toward the third-base dugout and throws with sidearm delivery, thus launching the ball from a position designed to make the batter very uncomfortable.

CUT FASTBALL a.k.a. Cutter A cut fastball is a pitch thrown at full speed, but released slightly off-center, so that it has a sharp horizontal break near the plate.

It’s hard to say exactly when people first started using the term, “cut fastball.” However, it probably happened in the early 1980s. In Tom Seaver’s 1984 book about pitching, he (or his ghost) wrote, “You hear a lot of TV talk these days about the ‘cut fastball.’ This is just another kind of moving fastball that tails away from a right-hand hitter and into a leftie [sic]. It looks like a slider but lacks the sharp downward movement of a good slider. It is effective because of its different kind of movement in the hitting zone.”3

But while the term’s been around for something like twenty years, the pitch itself has been around for a long, long time. In 1953, Ethan Allen wrote in his instructional book, “Johnny Allen, also an overhand pitcher, threw a fastball that was unique because it slid or broke like a curve. It was somewhat like a fast ball (wrist rigid instead of relaxed), but he threw over the side of the index finger to a greater extent. This off-center pressure caused the break.”

Nearly fifty years later in The Act of Pitching, Dr. John Bagonzi wrote, “With a cutter pressure comes from the middle finger and the ball is gripped more to the outside.”

There are some who will tell you that a cut fastball and a slider are the same pitch, and it’s probably true that one term has often been used when the other should have been. But there’s no doubt that they’re distinct pitches (or, rather, that they can be). Quoting Tom Candiotti in a recent column for ESPN.com, answering the question, “What’s the difference between a cutter and a slider?”

A cutter (or cut fastball) and a slider have several distinct features. A slider is 6 to 8 mph slower than a fastball, and it breaks horizontally (or laterally) and vertically—not with the same pronounced break of a curveball, but with a similar rotation.

A cutter is thrown with a fastball grip as well as a fastball rotation, and it’s only 2 or 3 mph slower than a fastball. But it breaks a few inches—more horizontally than vertically—because the pitcher places slight pressure on his second (non-index) finger upon release.

The grip on a slider is similar to a curveball grip—it’s released with a break of the wrist—but it’s designed to look like a fastball as it approaches the plate. The pitcher wants to make the batter think the slider is a fastball so he commits to his swing as the pitch breaks.

A right-handed pitcher who throws a cutter, such as … Mariano Rivera usually will attempt to run the cutter away from a right-handed hitter, working the outside part of the plate. But against a left-handed batter, he’ll throw the cutter inside and hand-high, which often enough will break the bat. That’s a tough pitch for a lefty to handle and hit fair.

The cutter has been around baseball for as long as I can remember (my career began in the early 1980s). Rivera has arguably the best cut fastball in baseball history. Two left-handers with excellent cutters are his teammate, Andy Pettitte, and New York Mets starter Al Leiter.

Candiotti makes the difference between the slider and the cutter sound pretty clear-cut, but it’s not always so easy.

In The Man in the Dugout, Paul Richards says of Roy Parmelee, “He had a sailing slider-fastball kind of pitch which was effective.” Was that a slider, a fastball, or maybe a cutter? We’ll never know.

According to a Daily News article in 2002, “Hall of Famer Juan Marichal used to throw [the cut fastball], though he called it a slider …”4

There are numerous contemporary references to a pitcher relying on a cutter one season, and a slider the next … but most of the time, the pitcher didn’t change; the reporter did.

Generally, though, even if you don’t know how the pitcher is gripping the ball and snapping his wrist (or not), you can tell the difference between a cutter and a slider by checking the speed of the pitch and its movement.

DROP BALL see Overhand Curve

DROP CURVE see Overhand Curve It’s simplistic to suggest World War II as the strict dividing line between terminology, but it’s probably true that the term “drop curve” was frequently used before World War II, and not so frequently afterward. “Overhand curve” was already taking over before the war, but it became the standard term in the 1940s.

(Similarly, in the same period “slow ball” was largely replaced in the vernacular by “change of pace” and other, more specific terms.)

The term “Drop Ball” was probably also used by some reporters to refer to a forkball or to any other pitch that broke straight down as it neared the plate.

DRY SPITTER Sounds like an oxymoron, right? The term was occasionally used, from roughly 1908 through the 1930s, to describe various pitches that behaved like the spitball: not much spin, sharp downward break.

In May of 1908, one newspaper—The Sporting News, probably—ran etchings of two “Young Pitchers of Promise”: Ed Summers and Eddie Cicotte.

Cicotte’s key pitch is identified as the “knuckle ball,” which “starts toward the batsman at a high rate of speed, but slows up and breaks quickly just before reaching the plate.” It’s difficult to see detail, but it appears that Cicotte is gripping the ball with the first knuckles on his first three fingers, the thumb and pinky serving as support.

Meanwhile, the dry spitter, “introduced by Summers, Detroit’s 1908 pitching find, is also projected above the shoulder and acts as erratically as the saliva-covered sphere, but, as it is dry, it is handled by the catcher and other fielders without the danger of a wild throw.”

Nearly twenty years later, John J. Ward wrote of Fred Fitzsimmons, “In fact, some batters refer to Fitzsimmons’ knuckle ball as a ‘dry spitter.’”

This shouldn’t be a surprise, because the pitch as described by Ward sounds exactly like the pitch attributed to Ed Summers.

Fitzsimmons’ knuckle ball … is something else again. He holds it by doubling up the first two lingers of his pitching hand, gripping the ball rather lightly against these doubled fingers between his thumb and the third and fourth finger of the pitching hand. He throws the ball with a good deal of speed. As it leaves his hand, it slips gently out from under the knuckles of his two bent fingers and it breaks down very much like a spit ball.5

(It’s important to note that Ward, elsewhere in the article, makes a very clear distinction between Fitzsimmons’ knuckler/dry spitter and the other sort of knuckleball: the “floater” that travels slower and in less predictable fashion than Fitzsimmons’ pet pitch.)

Anyway, that was in 1927. In 1936 Big Jim Weaver said of his forkball, “It acts very much like the old, much abused spitball. In fact, batters sometimes call it a dry spitter. Like the spitball, it comes up to the batter, then ducks …”6

In the early ’40s, the Chicago Daily News’ John P. Carmichael also referred to a forkball as a “dry spitter,” but the term seems to have disappeared shortly thereafter.

EEPHUS see Blooper Made famous by Ewell Blackwell in the late 1940s. Most famously, Ewell threw an Eephus to Ted Williams in the 1946 All-Star Game, and Williams hit it over the fence.

In the last five years, people have been using the term “blooper” or “eephus” to refer to what we might call a ridiculously slow curveball. But the original blooper, as thrown by Sewell or Bobo Newsom or a surprising number of other aging pitchers of the 1940s and 1950s, was a pitch thrown 20 to 30 feet into the air, which crossed the plate on a downward trajectory. The “blooper” of Orlando Hernandez isn’t anything like that; it’s lust a real big schoolyard curve ball that El Duque is able to get by with because nobody is expecting to see a pitch like that in a major league game.

EMERY BALL A specific sort of scuff ball, invented by Russ Ford in 1908 and brought by him to the majors in 1910. Essentially, Ford secreted a piece of sandpaper inside his glove, and roughed up one side of the ball with it. This was technically illegal, even then, but the authorities weren’t real big into enforcement, and Ford pitched some wonderful ball before hurting his arm. Ford’s secret got out within a couple of years and other pitchers threw the emery ball, though not with the same success.

FADEAWAY see Screwball The pitch that Christy Mathewson made famous, and an antecedent of the screwball. It’s not clear exactly how Mathewson threw his fadeaway, but we do know that, as thrown by the right-handed Mathewson, it was an off-speed pitch—or “slow ball,” in the parlance of the time—that broke down and away from a left-handed hitter.

For more on the fadeaway and the screwball, see article on page 52.

FINGERNAIL BALL a.k.a. Fingertip Ball; see Knuckleball Early in the history of the knuckleball, pitchers experimented with a number of different grips. Some pitchers gripped the pitch with their knuckles, some with their fingertips, and some with a combination thereof. Oddly, though the fingertip grip wound up being the grip of choice, it was the term “knuckleball” that stuck. However, for another fifty years or so, pitchers and writers would feel compelled to apologize for “knuckleball.” In the 1948 Baseball Register, Gene Bearden says, “My knuckler probably should be called a fingertip ball. I file my nails down and grasp the ball with my thumb and little finger, resting the tips of my three other fingers on the ball.”

Eddie Summers must have been proud.

For more on the fingernail ball, see article about knuckleball on page 40.

FASTBALL The king of all pitches, the only one that’s been around since the very beginning. Until (roughly) the 1920s, you would see only one term: “fast ball.” Gradually, though, players and writers started talking about different kinds of fastballs: sinking fastballs (commonly, the “sinker”), rising fastballs, tailing fastballs, sailing fastballs, even sliding fastballs. Most of those terms remained in standard use until the 1990s, when for some reason they were replaced by terms that described how the ball looked to the hitter (“two-seam” and “four-seam”) or how the pitch was thrown (“cut fastball” and “split-fingered fastball”), rather than how it seemed to behave.

For more about the fastball, see article on page 23.

FORKBALL Precursor to the Split-Finger Fastball, the Forkball was popularized shortly after World War I by Bullet Joe Bush, then with the Red Sox. Basically a sort of change-up, Bush’s forkball was gripped with the index and middle finger spread as far apart as possible, and when thrown correctly would travel plateward with little spin, almost like a knuckleball, and appear to dip suddenly upon its arrival at the plate.

Over the years, it’s likely that the pitch was generally thrown with the fingers held closer together, and more spin.

What distinguishes the forkball from the splitter? As thrown by Bush and Roy Face (its most famous practitioners), the forkball is held deeper in the hand and thrown with less velocity than the split-finger fastball (think of the hard curve vs. the slow curve).

For more about the forkball, see article on page 45.

FOSHBALL a.k.a. Fosh Change According to an article about Tom Gordon in April of 1996, the foshball is “a cross between a split-finger pitch and a straight change-up.”7

According to another article, “It’s held like a fastball, except the fingers are spread slightly apart. It works like an off-speed split-fingered fastball, or a changeup that breaks.”8

It’s not clear who invented the “fosh,” but the first pitcher known for throwing it was Mike Boddicker, who won sixteen games as a rookie with the Orioles in 1983. There are numerous references to pitchers throwing the fosh in the years since, but these days you can watch a game on TV every night and hear nary a mention of the pitch, probably because it’s easier to just call every change-up a “change-up.”

There are no fewer than three stories about how the fosh got its name. One holds that Earl Weaver thought it looked like a cross between a fastball and a dead fish. Another has David Nied, one of the later practitioners, saying that fosh “sounded like the perfect word for the movement of the pitch.”9 And finally, Al Nipper suggested that fosh is an acronym for the feeling the batters had when the pitch sailed past them for a strike: “F” for “full,” “O” for “of,” and “SH” for …10

HARD CURVE Like a slow curve, but faster.

Just kidding. The term “hard curve” has been used over the years to describe many pitches, and in the 1950s and 1960s was often used interchangeably with “slider.”

INCURVE a.k.a. Inshoot “Inshoot” was a term popular in the 1890s. “Incurve” was more popular after the turn of the century, and was used until about 1930.

One might assume that the incurve is simply the reverse of the outcurve, which would be the reverse of the curveball … which is to say, a screwball.

But it’s not. The opposite of the curveball was first named “fadeaway”—once somebody bothered to name it—and later “screwball.”

So what was the incurve? According to John McGraw, it was something like nothing. Or rather, it was just another name for a fastball.

All balls that are twisted out of their natural course are called curves. The outcurve, the drop, down shoot, and so on, are simply a curve ball to the professional player. To us there is no such thing as an incurve. That is what we call a fast ball. Of course, I am assuming that the pitcher is right-handed. A so-called incurve is nothing more than a ball thrown in a natural way with great force. A ball thus thrown will naturally curve inward, to a certain extent. If it takes a sharp jump, due to the speed, we call that the “break on his fast one.” In other words, the inshoot is the natural course of a ball. A curve is unnatural, due to a reverse twist being put on it.11

This makes sense, if you think about it. If a fastball thrown overhand can be perceived as “rising” (even though it doesn’t, really), then it follows that a fastball thrown three-quarters or sidearm by a right-handed pitcher might be seen as “curving” toward (into) a right-handed batter.

There are, to be sure, some sources suggesting that “incurve” was the first term used to describe the pitch that eventually became known as the screwball, but these sources aren’t particularly convincing.

INSHOOT see Incurve In many sources, “inshoot” and “incurve” are used interchangeably, but in others they’re apparently considered different pitches, with the “incurve” actually being some sort of curveball ( perhaps an early screwball) and the “inshoot” being simply a fastball with movement in the opposite direction of a regular curveball. It would be nice if “curves” and “shoots”—two popular terms in the nineteenth century—were clearly differentiated, but they’re not. That said, we suspect that the term “shoot” generally referred to some variety of fastball.

KNUCKLEBALL a.k.a. Fingernail Ball, Fingertip Ball, Floater, Butterfly Ball, Flutterball, Dry Spitter The knuckleball is a pitch thrown with very little rotation, usually thrown less than 80 MPH, so that the buildup of air pressure causes the ball to dive sharply a few feet in front of the plate.

The best evidence suggests that the knuckleball—the pitch that is thrown with very little spin, off either the knuckles or, more commonly, the fingertips—was invented by Eddie Cicotte and modified by Eddie “Kickapoo” Summers, in 1906 when both were pitching for Indianapolis.

For more about the knuckleball, see article on page 40.

KNUCKLE CURVE see Spike Curve Three pitchers have been well-known for throwing a “knuckle curve,” and the most interesting thing about that is that all three pitchers threw different pitches.

The first pitcher was Dave Stenhouse, who started the second All-Star Game for the American League in 1962 (they played two that year). A couple of years ago, Stenhouse described his knuckle curve to me …

… I put my knuckles on the ball and threw it like you’d throw a fastball. And so when I threw the knuckleball, it had a semi-knuckleball, semi-fastball spin on it. And the pitch came in and broke straight down. I said to myself, “Geez, that’s a pretty good pitch.” So starting in high school, I developed this knuckle-curve. I threw my fastball 88 or 89, and I’d guess the knuckle-curve came in around 82-83, almost the same speed as my slider. Everybody thought I was throwing a spitball when I came up to the majors.

(By the way, as Stenhouse describes the speed and the trajectory of his knuckle-curve, it sounds very much like the “knuckleball” thrown by Freddie Fitzsimmons and Jesse Haines.)

The second was Burt Hooton, who made a big splash in the early 1970s with the Cubs. Not as big a splash as Mark Prior would make thirty years later, but close. According to Brent Strom, who saw Hooton pitch many times, Hooton’s knuckle curve was thrown with the pitcher placing his “fingernails on the ball much like a knuckleball pitcher, but instead of maintaining position of the fingernails as the ball is thrown, will actually ‘push’ hard, with the fingers elongating, creating over-spin, something the knuckleball pitcher does not want to do.”

And the third is Mike Mussina, whose “knuckle curve” isn’t any such thing. The pitch Mussina throws is the same curveball that was thrown by Don Sutton, Darryl Kile, and many others. Essentially, Mussina’s knuckle curve is thrown like a regular curveball, but with the index finger dug into the ball to provide leverage. The term “spike curve” was invented to describe this pitch, but for some reason it’s never really entered the vernacular, except among some pitching coaches.

OUTCURVE Basically, a fancy name for a curveball that’s not thrown overhand. That is, if a right-handed pitcher throws a curveball with a three-quarters delivery to a right-handed batter, the ball will curve away—out—from the batter.

This term has been traced back to 1865, and was still in use through the 1920s.

OVERHAND CURVE a.k.a. Overhand Drop, Drop Ball, Downer, 12-to-6 Curve Not to make a value judgment or anything, but the overhand curveball is the best curveball.

Why? Sidearm curves and three-quarter curves are fine pitches … if the batter bats the same way the pitcher pitches. That is, a sidearm curve thrown by a right-handed pitcher can be devastating to a right-handed hitter. A good sidearm curve thrown by a right-handed pitcher makes a right-handed hitter flinch (or worse), and if you flinch you’re lost. However, that same pitch thrown to a left-handed hitter is often easy pickings. This, of course, is 1) why hitters are platooned, and 2) why Jesse Orosco has been in the majors since a peanut farmer was President.

The overhand curve doesn’t break horizontally, however. It breaks straight down, which means it’s equally effective, or very nearly so, against both left- and right-handed hitters.

Generally, it takes great arm strength to throw a great overhand curveball and it’s not an easy pitch to control … so not many pitchers have great ones, or even good ones.

Just in the last few years, “12-to-6 Curve” has, for some reason, generally replaced “Overhand Curve” in the popular vernacular.

For more about the curveball, see article on page 33.

PALM BALL a.k.a. Wiggle Ball In Blackball Stars, John Holway quotes Chet Brewer on Joe “ Bullet” Rogan, who first pitched professionally in 1917:

Rogan could throw a curve ball fester than most pitchers could throw a fast ball. And he was the inventor of the palm ball. He had such a terrific fast ball, then he’d palm the ball and just walk it up there. Hitters were well off stride. I saw him one winter just make Al Simmons crawl trying to hit that ball.

There’s no way to know if Rogan really did invent the palm ball, because for many years all forms of the change-up were generally described by the same term: “slow ball.”

Seems unlikely, though. We’ve got a photo of a young Walter Johnson demonstrating the “Slow Ball as it Leaves the Hand,” and the grip looks exactly like that used for what later became known as the palm ball. It’s likely that the palm ball, though not known by that term, was one of many options, and perhaps the most popular option, for pitchers casting about for a slow ball (or in our vernacular, a change-up).

By the 1940s, “slow ball” was out and terms like “change of pace” and “palm ball” were in. The June 1948 issue of Baseball Magazine includes a photo of a smiling Ewell Blackwell demonstrating “how he holds his new pitch, the ‘Palm Ball,’ which he has added to his repertoire this year.” The photo shows the baseball held in the palm by the thumb and pinky finger, with the other three fingers just along for the ride.

In 1950, Phillies reliever Jim Konstanty won the National League’s MVP Award. And though he didn’t actually rely on his palm ball—his best pitch was his slider—the palm ball probably was his second-best pitch, and it’s the palm ball for which Konstanty is remembered.

Similarly, 1970s reliever Dave Giusti became well known for his palm ball, even though (as he told Roger Angell), “The fastball is my best pitch …”

Today, Eddie Guardado is the only well-known pitcher who features the palm ball, as most major leaguers prefer the circle change or the split-finger fastball, both of which are apparently easier to control and/or more baffling to the hitters.

Finally, it should be said that some versions of the palm ball are indistinguishable from the Slip Pitch (see below), which was taught by Paul Richards.

In an early-1970s photo of Giusti demonstrating his palm ball (as the caption says), “The ball is stuffed into the palm of the hand. The rest of the fingers lie gently and slightly curved around the ball. The pitcher releases the ball with a fast ball motion by letting the ball float out of the hand, controlled by the pressure of the inside joint of the thumb.”12

In Stan Musial’s autobiography, he says about Bob Friend, “And he came up with a ‘slip’ pitch, a kind of palm-ball change-up.” In some books, photos purporting to show the slip pitch show something that looks like the palm ball, and vice versa.

Like the knuckleball, there are different ways to throw the palm ball. Essentially, it’s thrown without much help from the fingertips, and with as little spin as possible. It was a popular pitch for a long time, but has generally been superseded by the circle change-up and the splitter.

PUFF BALL Invented, and perhaps thrown exclusively by, Gaylord Perry. As Tim Tucker described the pitch in The Sporting News, “As the ‘puff ball’ is thrown, a cloud of resin dust emerges, distracting the hitter, if not rendering him helpless.”

There’s only one documented occasion on which Perry threw the puff ball: April 22, 1981, against the Reds. However, Perry said he developed the pitch in 1980, when he was pitching for Texas (later in ’80, he also pitched for the Yankees), and so he may have thrown some that season, too.

Perry explained himself by saying, “I figure if the resin bag is out there, you’re supposed to use it, right?”

Major League Baseball disagreed. As The Sporting News tersely reported in the May 30 issue, “Gaylord Perry’s puffball was outlawed.”

RAISE BALL Joe McGinnity was careful to distinguish between his Raise Ball and the Jump Ball. The latter was—at least according to McGinnity—simply a fastball with (apparently) a late “hop,” as thrown by Kid Nichols and Nig Cuppy. McGinnity’s raise ball, on the other hand, was a sort of fastball thrown underhand “from any angle in the vicinity of the knee.”13

RISING FASTBALL No, a fastball can’t actually “rise,” unless it’s thrown underhand. But if you throw a fastball overhand with enough force, it will appear to rise because it’s not dropping as much as the batter’s brain thinks it should.

So please don’t bother sending us letters. While we attribute the Rising Fastball to a number of pitchers in this book, we do know what we’re talking about.

For more about various fastballs, see article on page 23.

ROUNDHOUSE CURVE A big, looping curveball. Thrown by a right-handed pitcher to a right-handed hitter, a roundhouse curve would start high and inside and finish low and outside. Distinguished from the Overhand Curve, which drops straight down.

SAILER see Cut Fastball The term “sailer” has been used, over the years, to describe more than one pitch, but there’s evidence suggesting that “sailer” was often used to describe the pitch that’s now known as the Cut Fastball.

ITEM 1: In 1927, Ted Lyons sailer was described in Baseball Magazine as a “peculiar fast ball that … will swerve from a straight line as much as a foot or more, breaking somewhat like a curve. Lyons throws this ball with great speed and with an overhand motion.”

ITEM 2: In 2002, Charlie Metro told me that Stubby Overmire, who Metro both caught and batted against in the mid-’40s, “had a little bit of a cut fastball. He had stubby fingers, he wasn’t a tall guy; he’d cut the fastball a little. They call that a cut fastball now, but it’s what we used to call a sailer.”

Lyons was a right-hander, which means his curveball broke from right to left, which means his sailer broke from right to left. And an overhand fastball, thrown by a right-handed pitcher, that moves right to left with great speed makes one think of Mariano Rivera, who of course throws the best cutter around.

Metro’s not a young man, but he’s got an excellent memory—or if he doesn’t, he’s very good at faking it—and he was a professional player, manager, coach, or scout from 1937 through 1984, so he probably knows a cut fastball when he sees one.

Granted, the term “sailer” was also used to describe the pitch that became known as the slider, but 1) I believe it was more often used to describe the cut fastball, and 2) anyway, I think what people called a “slider” in the 1930s and ’40s was often, and perhaps usually, more like the cut fastball than anything else. (Yes, it can all become quite confusing.)

SCREWBALL a.k.a. Fadeaway The origins of the screwball are even murkier than those of most pitches, as nobody yet has stepped forward to take credit for inventing the pitch. Christy Mathewson, of course, was the first major leaguer identified as throwing the fadeaway—which, by most accounts, became the screwball—and we have good reason to believe that Mathewson learned the pitch from minor-league teammate Dave Williams in 1898.

But that’s about all we know. We’re not sure the screwball was exactly the same pitch as the fadeaway. We’re not sure who threw the first screwball, or who named it.

For more information about the screwball, see article on page 52.

SHINE BALL Eddie Cicotte wasn’t the only pitcher who threw the Shine Ball, but he’s certainly the most famous. Cicotte, while still active, adamantly denied any funny business with the baseball, claiming instead that the knuckleball was the secret to his success. As he told Baseball Magazine in 1918,

Last season I was credited with the discovery of a new invention along this line known as the shine ball. This mysterious ball aroused a good deal of interest in various quarters. Ban Johnson must have a whole trunk full of balls that were thrown out of various games and forwarded to him for inspection. I understand that a number of these balls were analyzed by a chemist to determine if any foreign substances were rubbed on the surface. This analysis, so I am informed, showed that the ball had been treated with tobacco juice. But a good many pitchers use the spitball occasionally, and most of them chew tobacco. None of the many investigations ever involved me in criminal practices with the ball and my own contention that the Shine ball was a myth was never successfully refuted.14

But as Baseball Magazine had reported in 1917, “Clark Griffith calls this delivery illegal and nearly every opposing American League club has protested that Cicotte does something to the ball to give it that peculiar, unhittable ‘sail’ effect.”15

Eventually, the secret got out. In 1948, Frank Shellenback—a spitball pitcher for decades who also happened to have been Cicotte’s teammate with the White Sox in 1918 and 1919—said,

Cicotte, a natural fast ball pitcher, doubled his effectiveness with the shine ball he developed.

Eddie darkened the ball on one side by rubbing it in the dirt. Then, he slickened the ball by rubbing it vigorously on his pants.

The process camouflaged the ball perfectly. The ball, thrown with blazing speed, rotating quickly, and showing the white side only at split-second intervals, baffled batters completely.

Four years later, Cicotte himself finally admitted it. When asked by H.G. Salsinger about his “mystery pitch,” the one that nobody seemed quite sure about, Cicotte replied, “It was a shine ball, one over which I had perfect, or near perfect, control. I could break it either to the right or left and I was generally able to keep the ball low, around the knees. It was the manner in which I delivered it that made the pitch successful.”16

Russ Ford, and Clark Griffith before him, had discovered that if you scuffed a baseball, it would break in the direction of the scuff when you threw it. Cicotte took that one step further. Not only did he darken or scuff one side of the ball, he made the other side white and slick, perhaps with the aid of paraffin on his uniform pants. And not only did this make the ball do strange things, it was confusing as hell for the batsmen.

Spitballs, of course, were generally outlawed in 1920. Physically defacing the ball had always been illegal, technically, but nobody seemed able to catch Cicotte in the act (and there’s not a lot of evidence suggesting they tried). In 1921, Cicotte was banned for conspiring to throw the ’19 World Series, so we don’t know if he could have kept getting away with cheating. But the leagues generally cracked down on such tactics—Dave Danforth was, from 1921 forward, harassed constantly by the officials—and Cicotte probably would have been in trouble.

SHORT CURVE a.k.a. Fast Curve a.k.a. Slurve? This one doesn’t actually appear anywhere else in this book, but that’s almost certainly because of a deficiency in our research rather than the absence of the “short curve” in the real world.

Johnny Sain was Jim Kaat’s pitching coach in 1965 and ’66, and as Kaat relates in his autobiography, “From Sain, I also learned what he called a short curve, which is somewhere between a slider and a curve. He called it a controlled breaking ball. If I had a hitter 3-0 and I was concerned about him having the hit sign, I had confidence that I could throw that pitch for a strike just about any time I wanted to.”17

Before Sain worked with Kaat in Minnesota, he worked with Jim Bouton in New York. And according to a 1967 article in Baseball Digest, Bouton threw “a combination between a curve and a slider. It’s a harder curve than most curves.”18

Sain himself, a few years after he worked with Bouton and Kaat, referred to his trademark pitch not as the “short curve” or the “controlled breaking ball,” but as the “fast curve” and even as the “Slider (fast curve).”

If all of this makes you think of the “slurve,” you’re not alone. And according to The New Dickson Baseball Dictionary, in 1973 a newspaper headline read, “Kaat ‘Slurves’ Yanks.”

All this is confusing, but really points out something that keeps coming up when you research questions like this: we know that Randy Johnson throws a slider and that Barry Zito throws a curve, but everywhere in between there’s room for interpretation.

SINKER a.k.a. Sinking Fastball The terms “sinker” and “sinking fastball” were, for many years, used interchangeably. But are they the same pitches?

Not necessarily. “Sinking fastball” is, today synonymous with “two-seam fastball” (see below) Basically, grip the ball along—as opposed to across—two seams, and throw like hell. A baseball thrown like this will naturally sink, because (as I understand it) the seams aren’t doing much to counteract gravity.

But there’s more to the sinker than just throwing the hell out of it.

In 1980, long-ago Yankees shortstop Mark Koenig said of Wiley Moore, “He had one of the first good sinker balls. He’d go in with three men on and they’d never score.”19

Moore certainly was not the first pitcher to throw a sinker, but he probably was the first pitcher to become famous for throwing one.

In Walter Alston’s instructional book, he (or, more likely, one of his anonymous helpers), described the sinking fastball like this:

Sinking Fast Ball (with the seams). The “sinking” fast ball is released with an over-the-top, then outside-in, flip of the wrist. For a right-handed pitcher, this ball drives down and in on a right-handed hitter, and down and away from a left-handed swinger. In releasing the ball, the pitcher has to turn the ball over at the last moment, placing more pressure on the index finger.

This fast ball is gripped with the middle finger and forefinger curled snugly, not tightly, along the two parallel short seams. The thumb underneath pinches across the short seams on the lower half of the baseball.

Known as a sinker, it is a little more difficult to throw than the rising fast ball because of the over-the-top wrist flip. When a ground ball is needed, this pitch can be very effective.20

Here, we’ve got the two basic elements, at least one of which always shows up when baseball people talk about the sinker: gripping the ball along the seams (rather than across them), and “turning the ball over.”

SINKING FASTBALL a.k.a. Two-Seam Fastball see Sinker

SLIDER a.k.a. Slide Ball, Slide Piece A slider is a pitch thrown almost as hard as a fastball, much harder than a curve, and which breaks later and sharper than a curveball. If you attend a game and see a pitcher throwing one pitch ninety-two miles per hour, one pitch eighty-seven miles per hour, and one pitch seventy-eight miles per hour, the slider is the pitch thrown eighty-seven.

The slider is said to have been invented by George Blaeholder, or maybe George Uhle. Or Cy Young, or Pete Alexander, or Johnny Allen, or perhaps Red Ruffing.

Because the slider is, or was initially, simply a variation of the fastball, there’s really no inventor, though Uhle took credit for inventing the name, presumably sometime in the 1930s. The term, and perhaps the pitch, didn’t become truly popular until just after World War II; before long, more pitchers threw one than didn’t.

Essentially, the slider is thrown with a fastball motion, but with the ball held off-center. Some pitchers snap their wrist slightly as they’re releasing the ball, and some let their natural finger pressure do the slider-making work.

For more about the slider, see article on page 37.

SLIP PITCH Forever identified with Paul Richards, who must have taught his favorite pitch for more than thirty years, as a minor-league manager, major-league manager, and team executive.

I’ve seen a few photos of supposed grips used for the slip pitch, and I’ve been drawn to the conclusions that “slip pitch” 1) means different things to different people, and 2) was little more than a slightly different version of the palm ball.

SLOW BALL see Change-up and Palm Ball “Slow ball” was, until the second half of the twentieth century, widely used as a catch-all term for anything that wasn’t a fastball or curveball. Fadeaways, knuckleballs, forkballs … all of them were simply described as “slow ball,” at least occasionally. However, “slow ball” was most commonly used to describe the pitch that eventually became known as the “palm ball.” Photos of pitchers demonstrating the slow ball almost always showed the thumb and little finger exerting most of the pressure, with the ball held near the base of the three middle fingers. And that’s what later became generally known as the palm ball.

SLOW CURVE Sort of a catch-all category that might include both the Roundhouse Curve and the Overhand Curve, but generally the Overhand variety will be specified as either that or the Drop Curve (or, today, the 12-to-6).

SLURVE see Short Curve Today, Kerry Wood throws an outstanding breaking ball that he calls a slider but breaks downward, like a curve. Is that a slurve? All we really know is that some pitchers throw a pitch that doesn’t break as much as they think a curve should, but more than they think a slider should, and that some of those pitchers call that pitch a slurve. There s no textbook definition, though, or at least not one that I could find.

SNEAK-BALL In the September 1937 issue of Baseball Magazine, Dan Daniel wrote, “The sneak-ball is a fast delivery which is effective because the ball is on top of the hitter before he knows it. That type of pitching owes its baffling qualities not so much to speed as to motion and a certain something which is given to the pitch by the wrist.”

In that same article, Daniel says the “best sneak-ball pitchers are Oral Hildebrand, Browns, and Roy Henshaw, Dodgers,” and in another article Lou Fette is said by Braves coach Hank Gowdy to throw the “sneak ball.”

We’re still not sure what it means. Sneaky fastball, probably.

see Sneaky Fastball

SNEAKY FASTBALL There’s no technical definition of a sneaky fastball, but essentially it’s a fastball that looks, to the batter, faster than it really is. Typically, this deception can be caused by two things: 1) a pitching motion that obscures the baseball until the last possible instant, and/or 2) a pitching motion that looks slow and easy, but propels the ball with at least a fair degree of speed. The sneakiest fastball I ever saw was the one thrown by Sid Fernandez.

SPIKE CURVE A better name, if rarely used, for the so-called “knuckle curve” thrown by Mike Mussina, and before him Don Sutton and others.

see Knuckle Curve

SPINNER According to Dickson, “spinner” is just another term for “breaking ball,” but occasionally an old-time pitcher will refer to his curveball and his spinner, and to this point we’re not exactly sure what to make of this.

SPITBALL a.k.a. Spitter An early twentieth century pitcher named Elmer Stricklett has widely been credited with inventing the spitball, but he denied it. According to Stricklett, he learned it from George Hildebrand, who had learned it from Frank Corridon (and there’s decent evidence that Corridon wasn’t the first to throw it).21

For more information about the spitball, see article on page 56.

SPLIT-FINGERED FASTBALL a.k.a. Splitter Invented by Fred Martin, perfected by Bruce Sutter in the late 1970s, and popularized by Roger Craig in the early ’80s, the splitter looks to the hitter like a fastball until it takes an abrupt dip. What’s the difference between a forkball and a splitter? Not always a lot. But according to Sutter, “The way Martin taught it and I threw it, the pitch wasn’t the same as a forkball. You threw it a lot harder. And the ball has spin on it … It’s like a changeup except harder.”22

For more on the split-fingered fastball, see article on page 45.

TWO-SEAM FASTBALL a.k.a. Sinking Fastball There don’t seem to be any rules governing the words used for various pitches. “Two-seam fastball” is now more commonly used than “sinking fastball,” though it’s the latter term that’s more visually vivid. Meanwhile, the visually vivid “12-to-6 curve” has largely replaced “overhand curve.”

Actually, if there is a governing principle, it’s the trend toward newness. We’ll never see a return to “drop curve,” but it’s likely that in fifty years “12-to-6 curve” will have been replaced.

WIGGLE BALL see Palm Ball We’ve found exactly one reference to the Wiggle Ball: in the caption for a series of six photographs showing the grips that Hugh McQuillan used for his pitches. It’s clear, from the photo, that the wiggle ball—held in the palm by the thumb and pinky, with the three middle fingers raised off the ball—is what had generally been known as the “regular” slow ball, and would later become known as the palm ball.
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THE MIGHTY FASTBALL


BILL JAMES

Throwing a fastball is different from throwing a curve, throwing a slider, or throwing a knuckleball in that it is not so much a skill as it is a talent. Thus, a history of the fastball is not so much a history of the skill as simply a record of the talent. This may overstate the fact; there are different ways to throw a fastball, and there is much skill involved in the use of the animal.

From the beginning of baseball, long before baseball separated itself from the cluster of other games with which it shares an ancestry, throwing hard has been a part of the game. George Zettlein, a pitcher whose glory years were the years of the National Association (1871-1875), was alleged by old-timers to have thrown as hard as Walter Johnson. I don’t believe them, but then, I wasn’t there with a radar gun, so what do I know?

The rules of baseball, in its infancy, discriminated against throwing the ball hard. This understates the fact; the rules deliberately tried to keep the pitchers from throwing the ball too hard. The basis of the game was the interaction between fielders and hitters; the pitcher was not supposed to upset the apple cart by striking people out or walking them.

Thus, it is hard to really believe that any pitcher from the 1870s, throwing underhanded and supposedly with a stiff wrist and a stiff elbow, could have gotten speed on the pitch comparable to Walter Johnson. The Zettlein comment is a characteristic comment, in two ways:

1) Everybody in history—or at least everybody before Bob Feller—who had a decent fastball was, at some point, described as being faster than Walter Johnson, and

2) The old-timers get faster and faster as they get older and older.

I don’t mean (2) above in a snide sense, that old players are inclined to romanticize their youth. That’s true also, of course, but what I meant was this: that players are most impressed with the first really good fastball that they see. Honus Wagner, who batted against Cy Young in the 1890s and faced Walter Johnson in several exhibition matches, said that Young threw harder than Johnson. Charlie Gehringer, who batted against the young Lefty Grove and, many years later, the young Bob Feller, said that Grove threw much harder than Feller. That’s the typical response; it doesn’t provide much real evidence that Grove was faster than Feller. When Charlie Gehringer first saw Bob Feller, he had been in the major leagues for ten years. He had seen a lot of fastballs. When he first saw Grove, he was more like “Wow, never saw anything like that before.”

In the first half of the 1880s, baseball switched gradually from underhand to overhand pitching. This increased the speed with which the ball was thrown, and thus brought into the game the first generation of true fastball pitchers. But when that switch was made (1882-1887) there was a generation of young boys who began working with an overhand delivery when they were twelve, thirteen, fourteen years old. As you would expect to be the case, when those boys matured, they were faster than the pitchers before, who had mastered the overhand delivery in mid-career.

The fastest of that generation is easy to identify: it was Amos Rusie. Rusie, Cy Young, and Jouett Meekin, who all threw harder than anyone had ever seen before, forced the National League in 1893 to move the pitching mound back from fifty feet (where it had been since 1881) to sixty feet and six inches.

So far, I have been equating “thrown real hard” with “good fastball.” It is, of course, not simply being thrown hard that makes a fastball a good pitch. There is also the issue of movement. Jeremy Hill, a minor leaguer currently the property of the New York Mets, has been known to hit triple digits on the radar gun, and throws 98-99 consistently. But his pitch is fairly straight and his motion is not deceptive, so people still hit it.

From the time baseball switched to overhand pitching, some pitchers have known how to make a baseball “hop” or “jump,” and some people have known how to make a baseball sink. (Yes, yes, Egbert; we all know that a baseball does not literally jump in mid-air, it merely appears to do so to the batter. Very good; now sit down and shut up.) Ted Breitenstein, a .500 pitcher for the Cardinals and Reds through the 1890s, threw a rising fastball. Nig Cuppy, a minor star with the Cleveland Spiders, threw what he called a “jump ball”—a rising fastball.

In the Dead Ball Era (1903-1919), a “hopping” fast ball was prized, because it led to strikeouts, pop ups, and fly balls, which generally were not dangerous in that era. In the lively ball era (beginning in 1920), the “sinking” fast ball was more prized, because it kept the ball in the infield, and kept down the number of home runs.

However, while some pitchers could make a ball hop and some people could make a ball “sink,” there is no evidence of any major-league pitcher, before 1950, doing both, or switching between one and the other (Satchel Paige threw two distinct fastballs in the 1930s, when he pitched in the Negro Leagues. But neither of them was a sinking fastball). Pitchers universally seemed to regard the movement of their fastball not as a function of strategy, but as a gift from the heavens. “My fastball had a natural sink to it,” they would say, or “My fastball had a pretty good hop to it,” or “I had pretty good speed, but my fastball was straight, so I had to keep it away from the middle of the plate.” Although certainly some very few pitchers would learn how to make “their” fastball hop or how to make “their” fastball sink, there is little evidence, before 1950, of an understanding that the movement on a pitcher’s fastball was not simply an endowment of nature, but was a consequence of grip, release, and spin.

Nick Cuppy expressed this idea succinctly in 1908, in a book called How to Pitch (John Foster). “That there is such a thing as a jump ball I believe is universally conceded,” said Cuppy, “but like other pitchers I am in the dark as to its cause. I am positive that it exists, for I have been able to get it myself.” Forty years later, there is little evidence of much better understanding. Dan Daniel reported of Wilcy Moore that Moore “owed his relief success to his strange sinker, which he never could explain. It was a natural delivery and he really did not know how to throw it.” About Curt Davis in 1939, John J. Ward wrote, “His fast ball is a natural sinker.” Sam Nahem, an early-1940s pitcher, said, “I often wish that God had given me movement on my fastball, but he didn’t.” Floyd Bevens, quoted in 1947: “I have a sinker, but it is a natural delivery.” Mel Harder said, years after his career, “My fastball was a natural sinker.” Bob Lemon, same exact words. Phil Marchildon, a 1940s pitcher, said in his book that “it was estimated that my fastball traveled about ninety-five miles per hour. The movement on it was so distinctive that it became known around the American League by the name ‘Johnny Jump-Up.’”



Bill’s got a four-part definition of “best”; here’s my one-part definition: “Was this pitch so good that he could, and often did, get hitters out using this and very little else?” No, I don’t think that Walter Johnson threw as hard in 1910 as, say, Mark Prior did in 2003. But in Johnson’s time, the hitters were more impressed by Johnson’s fastball than the hitters today are impressed by Prior’s.

BEST FASTBALLS, STARTERS

 	Walter Johnson
 	Amos Rusie
 	Lefty Grove
 	Roger Clemens
 	Rube Waddell
 	Dick Redding
 	Satchel Paige
 	Robin Roberts
 	Bob Feller
 	Dazzy Vance
 

Where is Nolan Ryan? Nolan Ryan didn’t always know where his fastball was going, so he just missed my cut. Randy Johnson just missed because the fastball hasn’t always been his best pitch (often it’s that slider). Same thing with Sandy Koufax (who had an awesome curveball). Other starters who just missed for various reasons are Bartolo Colon, Jim Maloney, Sudden Sam McDowell, Jouett Meekin, Joe Rogan, Curt Schilling, Herb Score, Virgil Trucks, Bob Turley, Joe Wood, and Cy Young. And please, don’t write; I know there are a few dozen others who deserve to be mentioned here.

—ROB NEYER



BEST FASTBALLS, RELIEVERS

 	Goose Gossage
 	Mariano Rivera
 	Dick Radatz
 	Billy Wagner
 	Rob Dibble
 	Firpo Marberry
 	Tom Henke
 	Joe Page
 	Lee Smith
 	John Wetteland
 

This is the only place where I’ll make the distinction between starters and relievers, but in the other articles about the pitches I’ll offer more top-ten lists.

—ROB NEYER



The apparently universal assumption was that each pitcher was endowed by nature with a unique movement on his fastball, and that was simply what he had. Curt Simmons (see Curt Simmons entry) changed that, and probably Curt Simmons didn’t figure it all out by himself; probably he was taught something by an older pitcher, and built on it.

In any case, Simmons threw both a sinking and a rising fastball, and by the mid-1960s, many pitchers had begun to do this. Teenagers Wally Bunker (1964) and Larry Dierker (1965) threw the two fastballs, even as very young pitchers. Fergie Jenkins emerged as a star in 1967, throwing a rising fastball to right-handers, a sinking fastball to lefties, and Tom Seaver won the Rookie of the Year Award, also mixing up his fastballs. Don Sutton threw the two fastballs, as did Bill Stoneman. Bob Veale (mid-1960s) said his two best pitches were his fastball and his low fastball. The practice just exploded in the mid- to late-’60s; all of a sudden everybody was doing it (although the press never picked up on this; there was never a spate of stories discussing the new trend).

By the mid-1970s, even more variety in fastballs was beginning to appear. Goose Gossage, though he never used the term “cut fastball,” could make his fastball “ride” or “tail.” Other pitchers of that era also could, but they lacked any very specific vocabulary to talk about it, and thus our understanding of how these pitchers used their fastballs is far from perfect.

The term “split-fingered fastball,” which emerged about 1980, is somewhat misleading, since no one really thinks of a splitter as a variation of a fastball. The term “cut fastball,” which emerged in the mid-1980s and is now used to describe almost everything, is an example of the language trying not very successfully to catch up to the complexity of real life.

Fastballs do different things … they sink, tail, hop, sail, ride, etc. We have, at this point, three terms in common usage to describe these pitches: four-seam fastball (or rising fastball), two-seam fastball (or sinking fastball), and cut fastball (which is used for any pitch which is released without a snap of the wrist, but which breaks either left or right as it nears the batter).

For many years, some pitchers would be described as throwing a “light” ball (an easy pitch for the catcher to catch) or throwing a “heavy” ball. You don’t hear that much anymore.

[image: Image]

Phil Marchildon



It seems clear, to me, that the specific part of the language has not really caught up with the diversity of fastballs which are thrown by major-league pitchers, and that more terms will develop over the next twenty years to fill in the gaps. We have lots of adjectives for fastballs, but very few nouns. Over time, the term “cut fastball” is likely to develop a more clear and limited definition, just as the term “slider” did, and just as the term “curve” did. The term “cut fastball” at this point has a very general and imprecise description. As time passes, the language will continue to evolve.




THE BEST FASTBALLS OF EACH HALF-DECADE 

BILL JAMES

In the article about fastballs, I wrote that a history of the fastball is not so much a history of the skill as simply a record of the talent. I said this to set up the following set of lists, which are intended to be simply a careful and fairly extensive record of the talent.

Who had the best fastball of the years 1955-1959? There are four necessary characteristics of a great fastball:

 	It is thrown very hard,
 	It moves enough, or is thrown with enough deception, that it is difficult to hit,
 	The pitcher has some control over it, and
 	The pitcher is able to throw it consistently over time.
 

The first and fourth characteristics are the most important ones. Control … sure, that’s tremendously important, but “having good control” is not what we mean by “having a great fastball.” It is common to hear said, “He’s got a great heater, but he doesn’t have control of it.” This phrase, if you think about it, clearly implies that control is not what: we mean when we say a pitcher has a great fastball. It’s a separate characteristic, necessary to make the fastball useful.

If a guy can throw a fastball 100 miles an hour, but he can only throw it a few times a game, you don’t think of that as being in the same class with the Nolan Ryan/Roger Clemens fastball, because those guys could throw the fastball 100 times a game. This feeds also into what I might describe as the David Clyde problem. When David Clyde passed the thirty-year anniversary of his pathetic few major-league successes, many stories were written about him, and in those stories old players were quoted as raving about David Clyde’s fastball … greatest fastball I ever saw, buddy.

I drew up a list of the best fastballs of the early 1970s, and David Clyde doesn’t make the list. People will read the list, and some of you will look at the early 1970s, and you’ll look for David Clyde, and he’s not there, and so you’ll think that I’m just not aware of the things that batters said who had to face him, or that I’m aware of them but I don’t believe them.

But that’s not true; I am aware of them, and I do believe them. It’s just that … well, does that make him Nolan Ryan? Does that make him Vida Blue? There are too many other guys with better evidence.

In any five-year period, there are forty guys who are claimed by somebody to be as fast as Walter Johnson, or as fast as Bob Feller, or as fast as Nolan Ryan, as fast as whoever the standard is at the moment. People made the same exact sort of comments about Pete Broberg that they did about David Clyde. We have the same kind of quotes about Gary Gentry, claiming he was faster than Seaver. The fastest known radar reading from that era, other than Nolan Ryan, was for John D’Acquisto. You’ve got Goose Gossage in that pot—a young Goose Gossage. You have to sort out those claims somehow. Steve Busby threw a no-hitter as a rookie, threw another the next year, won TSN’s Rookie Pitcher of the Year award, and won 40 games over the next two years, although he was injured and ineffective for the last two months of that second year. He was throwing a sinking fastball. Don’t you reckon the batters who faced him, when he was throwing a no-hitter (or one of his several near no-hitters) were fairly impressed with his fastball? Steve Carlton went 27-10 with a terrible team one year in there, throwing high fastballs (the slider didn’t become his best pitch until two years later). We have quotes about Steve Carlton when he first came up, comparing him to Sandy Koufax—but, since he is Carlton, those kind of quotes don’t even make the file for him, because there is so much other stuff. Which is better evidence about the quality of his fastball: 27 wins and 300 strikeouts, or some guy thirty years later talking about what an awesome fastball David Clyde threw that one afternoon?
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Bob Brown

Bob Brown, a pitcher with the Braves in the 1930s, went 14-7 in 1932, but won only sixteen games in his career. Beans Reardon, a longtime umpire, insisted that Brown was the fastest pitcher he ever saw—faster than Grove, faster than Feller. Well, okay … but does a fastball that wins sixteen games rate higher than a fastball that wins 300? Not usually.

Of course, the business of rating the best fastballs of each era is somewhat haphazard. I didn’t bat against any of these guys, and I haven’t read every word written about them. Take the lists for what they’re worth. The best fastballs of each half-decade, beginning in 1880:

Best Fastballs of 1880-1884

 	Pud Galvin
 	Jim McCormick
 	Jim Whitney
 	Lee Richmond
 	Tony Mullane
 	Jumbo McGinnis
 	Larry Corcoran
 	Old Hoss Radbourn
 	Tim Keefe
 	Jersey Bakely
 

Best Fastballs of 1885-1889

 	Pud Galvin
 	Silver King
 	Bob Caruthers
 	Matt Kilroy
 	Jesse Duryea
 	Darby O’Brien
 	Dave Foutz
 	Charlie Ferguson
 	Mark Baldwin
 	Dan Casey
 

Best Fastballs of 1890-1894

 	Amos Rusie
 	Cy Young
 	Jouett Meekin
 	Kid Nichols
 	Bill Hutchison
 	Ted Breitenstein
 	Nig Cuppy
 	Jack Stivetts
 	Sadie McMahon
 	George Hemming
 

Best Fastballs of 1895-1899

 	Cy Young
 	Amos Rusie
 	Jouett Meekin
 	Jack Powell
 	Kid Nichols
 	Cy Seymour
 	Ted Breitenstein
 	Jack Taylor
 	Ad Gumbert
 	Nig Cuppy
 

Best Fastballs of 1900-1904

 	Jack Powell
 	Rube Waddell

 	Addie Joss
 	Rube Foster
 	Christy Mathewson
 	Cy Young
 	Wild Bill Donovan
 	Deacon Phillippe
 	Kid Nichols
 	Luther Taylor
 

Best Fastballs of 1905-1909

 	Walter Johnson
 	Smokey Joe Williams
 	Rube Waddell
 	Ed Reulbach
 	Red Ames
 	Addie Joss
 	Rube Foster
 	Jack Powell
 	Howie Camnitz
 	Harry Buckner
 

Best Fastballs of 1910-1914

 	Walter Johnson
 	Dick Redding
 	Joe Wood
 	Smokey Joe Williams
 	George Baumgardner
 	Rube Benton
 	Harry Buckner
 	Bullet Joe Bush
 	Rube Marquard
 	Bob Harmon
 

Best Fastballs of 1915-1919

 	Walter Johnson
 	Dick Redding
 	Smokey Joe Williams
 	Joe Bush
 	Hippo Vaughn
 	Bert Gallia
 	Dave Davenport
 	Carl Mays
 	Pol Perritt
 	Babe Ruth
 

Best Fastballs of 1920-1924

 	Dazzy Vance
 	Walter Johnson
 	Dick Redding
 	Carl Mays
 	Bullet Rogan
 	Rip Collins
 	Slim Harriss
 	Waite Hoyt
 	Smokey Joe Williams
 	George Uhle
 

Best Fastballs of 1925-1929

 	Lefty Grove
 	Dazzy Vance
 	George Earnshaw
 	Satchel Paige
 	Pat Malone
 	Bullet Rogan
 	Tommy Thomas
 	Rube Walberg
 	Johnny Miljus
 	Firpo Marberry
 

Best Fastballs of 1930-1934

 	Lefty Grove
 	Van Mungo
 	Satchel Paige
 	Dizzy Dean
 	George Earnshaw
 	Lefty Gomez
 	Lon Warneke
 	Pat Malone
 	Schoolboy Rowe
 	Johnny Allen
 

Best Fastballs of 1935-1939

 	Bob Feller
 	Atley Donald
 	Johnny Allen
 	Van Lingle Mungo
 	Leon Day
 	Johnny Vander Meer
 	Bobo Newsom
 	Lefty Grove
 	Dizzy Dean
 	Bill Dietrich
 

Best Fastballs of 1940-1944

 	Bob Feller
 	Hal Newhouser

 	Virgil Trucks
 	Dizzy Trout
 	Atley Donald
 	Bill Zuber
 	Johnny Vander Meer
 	Kirby Higbe
 	Phil Marchildon
 	Claude Passeau
 

Best Fastballs of 1945-1949

 	Bob Feller
 	Rex Barney
 	Hal Newhouser
 	Ewell Blackwell
 	Virgil Trucks
 	Allie Reynolds
 	Don Newcombe
 	Warren Spahn
 	Dizzy Trout
 	Allie Reynolds
 

Best Fastballs of 1950-1954

 	Robin Roberts
 	Curt Simmons
 	Mike Garcia
 	Mickey McDermott
 	Don Newcombe
 	Billy Pierce
 	Johnny Antonelli
 	Warren Spahn
 	Carl Erskine
 	Ron Necciai or Karl Spooner
 

Best Fastballs of 1955-1959

 	Herb Score
 	Ryne Duren
 	Bob Turley
 	Don Drysdale
 	Sandy Koufax
 	Steve Dalkowski
 	Turk Farrell
 	Jim Bunning
 	Billy Pierce
 	Robin Roberts
 

Best Fastballs of 1960-1964

 	Don Drysdale
 	Sandy Koufax
 	Dick Radatz
 	Bob Gibson
 	Steve Barber
 	Jim Maloney
 	Bob Veale
 	Jim Bunning
 	Turk Farrell
 	Al Downing
 

Best Fastballs of 1965-1969

 	Sam McDowell
 	Bob Gibson
 	Don Wilson
 	Tom Seaver
 	Sandy Koufax
 	Jim Maloney
 	Luis Tiant
 	Steve Carlton
 	Bob Veale
 	Larry Dierker
 

Best Fastballs of 1970-1974

 	Nolan Ryan
 	Vida Blue
 	Goose Gossage
 	Steve Carlton
 	Tom Seaver

 	Don Wilson
 	Steve Busby
 	Sam McDowell
 	Bert Blyleven
 	Gary Gentry
 

Best Fastballs of 1975-1979

 	Nolan Ryan
 	Goose Gossage
 	Frank Tanana
 	Ron Guidry
 	J. R. Richard
 	Dennis Eckersley
 	Jim Kern
 	Bob Welch
 	Tom Seaver
 	Vida Blue
 

Best Fastballs of 1980-1984

 	Nolan Ryan
 	Goose Gossage
 	Juan Berenguer
 	Mike Scott
 	Joaquin Andujar
 	Floyd Bannister
 	Jack Morris
 	Mario Soto
 	Len Barker
 	Rick Sutcliffe
 

Best Fastballs of 1985-1989

 	Roger Clemens
 	Dwight Gooden
 	Nolan Ryan
 	Bobby Witt
 	Bret Saberhagen
 	Lee Smith
 	Mark Langston
 	Tom Henke
 	David Cone
 	Chuck Finley
 

Best Fastballs of 1990-1994

 	Rob Dibble
 	Randy Johnson
 	
 	Roger Clemens
 	Bobby Witt
 	Juan Guzman
 	Pedro Martinez
 	Kevin Brown
 	John Wetteland
 	Mark Langston 10. David Cone
 

Best Fastballs of 1995-1999

 	Randy Johnson
 	Billy Wagner
 	Pedro Martinez
 	Curt Schilling
 	Kerry Wood
 	Roger Clemens
 	Armando Benitez
 	Bartolo Colon
 	Jose Mesa
 	John Rocker
 

Best Fastballs of 2000-present

 	Billy Wagner
 	Armando Benitez
 	Bartolo Colon
 	Kerry Wood
 	Randy Johnson
 	Mark Prior
 	Curt Schilling
 	Jason Schmidt
 	Jose Contreras
 	Johan Santana

 




THE CURIOUS CURVE


ROB NEYER

Candy Cummings has a plaque in the Hall of Fame because he supposedly invented the curveball, so we’ll let him tell his own story, which was published in the September 1908 issue of Baseball Magazine … HOW I PITCHED THE FIRST CURVE

By William Arthur Cummings

I have often been asked how I first got the idea of making a ball curve. I will now explain. It is such a simple matter, though, that there is not much explanation.

In the summer of 1863 a number of boys and myself were amusing ourselves by throwing clam shells (the hard shell variety) and watching them sail along through the air, turning now to the right, and now to the left. We became interested in the mechanics of it and experimented for an hour or more.

All of a sudden it came to me that it would be a good joke on the boys if I could make a baseball curve the same way. We had been playing “three-old-cat” and town-ball, and I had been doing the pitching. The joke seemed so good that I made a firm decision that I would try to play it.

I set to work on my theory and practiced every spare moment that I had out of school. I had no one to help me and had to fight it out alone. Time after time I would throw the ball, doubling up into all manner of positions, for I thought that my pose had something to do with it; and then I tried holding the ball in different shapes. Sometimes I thought I had it, and then maybe again in twenty-five tries I could not get the slightest curve. My visionary successes were just enough to tantalize me. Month after month I kept pegging away at my theory.

In 1864 I went to Fulton, New York, to a boarding school, and remained there a year and a half. All that time I kept experimenting with my curved ball. My boy friends began to laugh at me, and to throw jokes at my theory of making a ball go sideways. I fear that some of them thought it was so preposterous that it was no joke, and that I should be carefully watched over.

I don’t know what made me stick at it. The great wonder to me now is that I did not give up in disgust, for I had not a single word of encouragement in all that time, while my attempts were a standing joke among my friends.

After graduating I went back to my home in Brooklyn, New York, and joined the “Star Juniors,” an amateur team. We were very successful. I was solicited to join as a junior member of the Excelsior club, and I accepted the proposition.

In 1867 I, with the Excelsior club, went to Boston, where we played the Lowells, the Tri-Mountains, and Harvard clubs. During these games I kept trying to make the ball curve. It was during the Harvard game that I became fully convinced that I had succeeded in doing what all these years I had been striving to do. The batters were missing a lot of balls; I began to watch the flight of the ball through the air, and I distinctly saw it curve.

A surge of joy flooded over me that I shall never forget. I felt like shouting out that I had made a ball curve; I wanted to tell everybody; it was too good to keep to myself.



BEST CURVEBALLS OF ALL TIME

 	Sandy Koufax
 	Mordecai Brown
 	Bert Blyleven
 	Toothpick Sam Jones
 	Tommy Bridges
 	Hilton Smith
 	Camilo Pascual
 	Herb Pennock
 	Sal Maglie
 	David Wells
 

Others: Tom Gordon, Ted Trent, Gregg Olson, Barry Zito, Mike Witt, Dwight Gooden (early career), Darryl Kile, Dave McNally, Johnny Morrison, Guy Morton, Rosy Ryan, Johnny Schmitz, Earl Whitehill, Vic Aldridge, Clem Labine, Johnny Sain



Cummings concluded his account with this: “I get a great deal of pleasure now in my old age out of going to games and watching the curves, thinking that it was through my blind efforts that all this was made possible.”

Of course, others have been credited with inventing the curveball, most notably Bobby Matthews (who’s also been described as the inventor of both the fadeaway/screwball and the spitball; a clever lad, he must have been), but also Phonie Martin, Fred Goldsmith, Terry Larkin, and at least a few more.

When Cummings started throwing his curve, the pitchers were required by the rules to throw underhand, so their curving options were fairly limited. But as they found ways to get around the rules, and as the rules were liberalized, the pitchers came up with all sorts of different curves, one for every arm angle. Most notably,

 	the sidearm curve, which typically moves laterally, more or less,
 	the “outcurve,” later known as the “roundhouse,” which moves laterally and down, and 
 	the “drop curve,” later known as the “overhand curve,” today sometimes known as the “12-to-6 curve,” which is thrown overhand (naturally) and drops straight down (or very nearly so). 
 

Despite all the stories being told by puzzled batters, for many decades there were people who simply didn’t believe that a man could make a baseball curve. Various pitchers were forever conducting demonstrations involving two poles set fifty feet apart to prove that baseballs really could be curved but, this being in the days before moving pictures and videotape, the great majority of the skeptics weren’t able to actually witness these demonstrations.

Nevertheless, by the 1950s most caring Americans did believe that a man could throw a curveball. Of course, by then not as many men were throwing curve-balls, because they’d discovered the slider. There’s still plenty of life in the of curveball yet, though, and if you want to see a great drop ball, watch Barry Zito or Josh Beckett pitch sometime.
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Trade Card, 1885






THE CHANGING CHANGE-UP


ROB NEYER

The original slow ball was merely a ball thrown slowly, the pitcher depending entirely upon a false motion to deceive the batter into believing he was pitching a fast ball. Keefe, O’Day, and most of the oldtime pitchers used that kind of a slow ball.

—JOHN J. EVERS AND HUGH S. FULLERTON, Touching Second (1910)

After years of “study,” I’ve come to believe there are two running themes throughout baseball’s history: the owners’ efforts to cheat the players, and the pitchers’ efforts to come up with the perfect change-up.

I’m serious about this. Talk to a pitcher from any era, and he’s likely to say something like, “Well, I had a good fastball and a pretty good curve [or slider], but I never really did develop a good change-up. I wish I’d have worked on it more.”

While it’s not technically true that every pitcher needs a third pitch—you don’t need one if you’ve already got one great pitch or two very good ones—many pitchers have fallen short of stardom because they couldn’t develop that third pitch, and often as not that third pitch was a reliable change-up.

Last season, twenty-six-year-old Kip Wells said on television that he was still searching for a change-up that works for him.

In Tom Seaver’s 1973 book about pitching, he said, “The change is a very hard pitch to learn … I’ve had a lot of difficulty learning it, but there are days when things are going so right that the change is right along with the other pitches.”23 (Mind you, by 1973 Seaver already had three twenty-win seasons under his belt; he did eventually discover a sort of circle change-up that worked for him.)24

Not that it’s always so difficult. Shortly after Larry Dierker signed with the Houston Colt .45s out of high school, Paul Richards tried to teach Dierker the slip pitch. Dierker couldn’t get the hang of it … so instead, within a matter of weeks he came up with an effective variation on the forkball, all by himself.

All this points to a running theme: the Quest for the Perfect Change-up. It’s a quest that’s been taken collectively by all of baseball, and individually by thousands and thousands of pitchers, and when you do what Bill and I have done in this book, you can’t help but notice it.

In the nineteenth century, a number of pitchers were well-known for their “slow ball,” which was for many years the generic term often used to describe any pitch that wasn’t a fastball or curve. As Evers and Fullerton suggest in the quote that leads off this essay, the original slow ball was a “motion pitch”; instead of altering the grip on the ball, the pitcher might slow down his motion at the last possible moment, or drag his rear foot. Later, this became known as the “let-up pitch” and, more recently, the “straight change.”



BEST CHANGE-UPS OF ALL TIME

 	Stu Miller
 	Jean Dubuc
 	Ed Lopat
 	Jamie Moyer
 	Pedro Martinez
 	Trevor Hoffman
 	Doug Jones
 	Ellis Kinder
 	Bill Sherdel
 	Andy Messersmith
 

Others: John Franco, Johnny Podres, Kirk Rueter, Mark Eichhorn, Nap Rucker (late career), John Tudor (late career), Mike Boddicker, Mario Soto
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Eric Gagne throwing his change-up

By early in the twentieth century, however, a lot of pitchers were throwing a different kind of slow ball. They achieved deception not by altering their motion, but by altering their grip. Early on, the most popular version of the slow ball was thrown by holding the ball back in the palm of the hand, with only the thumb and pinky finger applying real pressure to the ball. When thrown correctly, the result was a pitch with little speed or spin, which sometimes would wobble like a knuckleball. Many years later, probably in the 1940s, this version of the slow ball became commonly known as the “palm ball,” and shortly thereafter a manager named Paul Richards invented (or was said to have invented) a variation he called the “slip pitch.”

In the meantime, other pitches were described as “slow balls,” among them Christy Mathewson’s fadeaway and Eddie Cicotte’s knuckleball. In 1920, Joe Bush popularized the forkball, which was essentially another slow ball (in my opinion; Bill disagrees).

After 1920, it was a long time before anybody came up with a radically different slow ball. But there’s some evidence that in the 1950s, the pitch that we now call the “circle change” gained some currency among major leaguers. Johnny Podres has been said to have thrown the pitch, and I believe that Warren Spahn might have, too. In the 1980s, some bright boy came up with the “fosh change,” a variation on the forkball which might actually be nothing more than the original version of the forkball, before the label was corrupted by the split-fingered fastball.

Today, all those pitches are thrown by major leaguers, though the palm ball is rarely seen and the knuckleball isn’t used as a change-up by anybody (it’s not a change-up when the batter knows it’s coming, as they do when Tim Wakefield and Steve Sparks are pitching). In the marketplace of ideas, the big winners today are the circle change, the forkball/splitter, and the straight change.

23 Tom Seaver with Steve Jacobson, Pitching with Tom Seaver (1973), page 99.

24 Tom Seaver with Lee Lowenfish, The Art of Pitching (1984), pages 136-137.




THE UNDEFINABLE SLIDER


ROB NEYER

Perhaps the newest of the breaking pitches is one called the slider, which almost every pitcher uses these days.
The late George Blaeholder is generally credited with the development of the pitch in the early thirties, but I cannot testify to the truth of this.

—BOB FELLER IN Pitching to Win (1948)

I cannot testify to the truth of that, either.

There is no Eureka! moment for the slider, in large part because nobody really knows when, or even approximately when, the first slider was thrown. In the literature, the slider is generally attributed to one of two Georges (if not both): the aforementioned Blaeholder, and Uhle.

In 1936, John J. Ward wrote a Baseball Magazine article about Blaeholder titled, “He Hurls the ‘Slide Ball.’” Reading the article, we realize there’s something of a problem with thinking about Blaeholder’s pet pitch as a “modern” slider: Ward calls it a fastball.

… There was something about his loose jointed delivery and his sideways, sloping fast ball that Yankees sluggers didn’t like.

Blaeholder’s strong point is his fast ball. He generally throws this with a side-arm motion which gives the ball a curious sweep to one side as it crosses the plate. Disconcerted batters have christened it the “slide ball.” Evidently this deceptive sweep is due to some peculiarity in holding and throwing the ball. But Blaeholder takes no special credit.

“It’s just my natural style, he says …

This sounds like the pitch that today we would call a cut fastball, and what players in Blaeholder’s time often called a “sailer” (though maybe they had a good reason for not calling Blaeholder’s pitch a sailer).

Speaking of the sailer, here’s what George Uhle said about his slider:

… It just came to me all of a sudden, letting the ball go along my index finger and using my ring finger and pinky to give it just a little bit of a twist. It was a sailing fastball, and that’s how come I named it the slider. The real slider is a sailing fastball. Now they call everything a slider, including a nickel curve.

Now, contrast the descriptions of Blaeholder’s and Uhle’s slider with that of Bob Feller’s:

The delivery is almost identical with that of a fast ball until the point of release. I think the release can be best described by comparing it with the passing of a football. The index finger controls the release, even as it does a football, and the hand is about in the same position.

Unlike the curve, the snap of the wrist is late and the arm turns in only half as much as it does for the curve. To carry the metaphor further, the release of the slider is similar to the motion which would be used in pointing the index finger at home plate.25

This is only twelve years after the Baseball Magazine article about Blaeholder, but Feller is talking about a completely different pitch. He’s throwing the pitch with a fastball motion, but with a twist of the wrist roughly half what it would be for a curveball.

While it’s true that, today, the slider is generally described as Feller describes it, snapping the wrist was not then, and is not now, necessary when throwing a slider. Here’s what longtime pitching coach Bob Cluck recently wrote about the slider:

The slider is also [like the cut fastball] gripped off-center and simply thrown like a fastball. Because you have more surface of the ball in contact with the middle finger than you have with the cutter, the ball will break down and across 10 to 12 inches. If the break on the ball is big one time and short the next, the pitcher is twisting or turning around the ball and the pitch will never be consistent. Remember, if you twist the ball, it is not only tough on your elbow but the break will never be the same from pitch to pitch, [italics mine]

While writing this article, I got into a heated argument with Bill. If the pitcher wasn’t breaking his wrist, I e-mailed Bill, then it wasn’t really a slider.

I won’t print Bill’s rebuttals here, because it got a little ugly; for a few minutes, it looked like we might both take our names off this book. Suffice to say, he thought I was daft.

Still, I wouldn’t come around … until, a few days later, I happened to run across Cluck’s editorial, which demonstrates beyond a shadow of a doubt that indeed you don’t have to snap your wrist to throw a slider. It’s still true, I think, that we’ll never know if Blaeholder and Uhle threw what we would consider sliders, or cut fastballs (or something in between; there’s plenty of room there). But they called them sliders, and that’s probably the best we’ll ever do.



BEST SLIDERS OF ALL TIME

 	Steve Carlton
 	Randy Johnson
 	Bob Gibson
 	Larry Andersen
 	Sparky Lyle
 	Ron Guidry
 	Dave Stieb
 	Bob Lemon
 	Dick Donovan
 	J.R. Richard
 	Others: Johnny Allen, Bob Feller, Mike Jackson, Larry Jansen, Vern Law, Jeff Nelson, Red Ruffing, Jim Bunning
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George Blaeholder

So who threw the first great slider? Red Ruffing and Johnny Allen are real possibilities, and Bob Feller also is a candidate. With most of the great pitchers drafted during World War II (Feller actually enlisted), there weren’t a lot of great pitches thrown from 1943 through 1945. But Feller came back after the war, and wrote in his book, “It was the slider which was of the greatest help to me in 1946 when I established a strikeout record of 348 for a season. I used it in many spots where I had used a curve before.”

Feller pitched for the Indians, of course, and he soon was joined by another great slider. In the late 1940s, Indians outfielder Bob Lemon became Indians pitcher Bob Lemon, and he learned the slider from pitching coach Mel Harder. Lemon’s in the Hall of Fame, and he probably wouldn’t be there without his slider.

Dick Donovan’s not in the Hall of Fame, but he did come up with a Hall of Fame slider in the 1950s, and in 1961 his 2.40 ERA was the lowest in the majors. Meanwhile, Jim Bunning was throwing a great slider of which Ted Williams later said, “unlike most sliders, Bunning’s tended to rise, he kind of slung it sidearm …” And Bunning, like Lemon, eventually wound up in the Hall of Fame.
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Randy Johnson

Bob Gibson probably threw the best slider of the 1960s, but the decade didn’t see a lot of great sliders. Most of the best pitchers of the’60s threw overpowering fastballs and tough curveballs (overhand or sidearm), in part because the conditions of the time rewarded pitchers with that style.

In the 1970s, though, things changed. One of the most vivid memories of my youth involves listening to Royals games on the radio, and hearing Denny Matthews or Fred White refer to an opposition starter as a “sinker/slider guy.” Those were the two pitches of the’70s: good sinker, hard slider.

The slider’s a great pitch, but not everybody’s a fan. Back in the 1950s, it was disdained by a lot of the old-timers, the basic sentiment, I think, being that the slider was for pansies. As noted tough guy Sal Maglie said, “All pitchers today are lazy. They all look for the easy way out, and the slider gives them that pitch.”26

There were also those who thought throwing the slider would likely lead to an injury. In The Dodger Way to Play Baseball, a 256-page book written by Al Campanis and published in 1954, the word “slider” does not appear once. Nearly twenty years later, Dodgers manager Walter Alston put together a huge instructional book, The Complete Baseball Handbook, and while Alston admitted the slider “can be a highly effective pitch and has attained considerable prominence among present-day major league pitchers,” he also said, “The general feeling among pitching authorities is that the young pitcher should stay away from the slider until he is physically equipped and has sufficient talent to throw it properly.”

To this day, there are coaches and entire organizations that will teach the slider only as a last resort, because they’re afraid of what might happen. But does throwing the slider really increase the risk of an injury? We don’t know. But if you’d like to find out for yourself, this book’s not a bad starting point.

25 Bob Feller, Pitching to Win (1952 edition), page 88.

26 Paul Votano, Late and Close: A History of Relief Pitching (2002), page 41.




THE DANCING KNUCKLEBALL


ROB NEYER

The origins of the knuckleball are a bit murky, as four different pitchers have been said to have invented a non-spinning pitch thrown off the knuckles or the fingertips at roughly the same time.

 	In 1907, Nap Rucker arrived in the major leagues with the Dodgers, and quickly established himself as one of the better pitchers in the National League. At that time he threw very hard, but before long he also came up with an effective knuckleball. 
 	In 1908, the New York Press described Phillies right-hander Lew “Hicks” Moren, pitching in his second season, as the knuckleball’s “inventor.” 
 	Also in 1908, Eddie Cicotte reached the majors for good—he’d pitched briefly for the Tigers in 1905—and quickly got hung with the nickname, “Knuckles.” 
 	
Also in 1908, Ed Summers became known for a pitch called a “dry spitter,” but a photo shows a pitch gripped with the first knuckles on the index and middle finger; that is, a knuckleball in the most literal sense. 
 

Moren’s story has apparently been lost to history (at least for now), but Cicotte’s has not. In 1952 he told H.G. Salsinger, “They say I invented the knuckle ball but Eddie (Kickapoo) Summers deserves a full share of the credit. We worked on it together and developed it at Indianapolis in 1906, where Detroit had us farmed out.”

Makes sense, because we know that Cicotte and Summers were two of the first to throw the pitch, and they apparently were together in Indianapolis, in 1906.

But what should we make of the fact that in 1905, Cicotte and Rucker pitched together with the Augusta club in the South Atlantic League? It’s certainly possible that Rucker and/or Cicotte came up with the pitch in 1905, and then Summers helped Cicotte refine it in 1906.

And what of Hicks Moren? Your guess is as good as ours.

The key to the safe is probably an article in the July 1908 issue of Baseball Magazine. The article is titled “The Finger-Nail Ball,” and it’s all about Ed Summers.

I thought I had this knuckle-ball they talk so much about. I at least got my idea from that. I watched Eddie Cicotte, who first used it, and followed him. He rested the ball on his knuckles, but I couldn’t see the value of that, because I couldn’t control it, and one can put but little speed on it. The knuckle ball is practically a deviation of the slow ball, or floater. I found by holding the ball with my finger tips and steadying it with my thumb alone I could get a peculiar break to it and send it to the batters with considerable speed and good control. I worked on it for two years, and used it quite a lot last summer. This spring I succeeded in getting it down right. It is not like a “spitter”; it isn’t a knuckle-ball; it isn’t a slow ball. It’s—I don’t know what; it’s just this.27

Here’s what I think happened. I think that Cicotte probably came up with the knuckleball (perhaps with the help of Rucker, in 1905), and Summers figured out a different (if not better) way of getting something like the same results. Why did Cicotte, years later, give Summers half the credit? Well, his memory might have failed him, but perhaps he shared the credit because Cicotte himself didn’t wait long before adopting Summers’ fingertip grip.

But wherever and whenever the knuckleball was invented, it seems pretty likely that Cicotte was somehow involved. And as it happened, he was the first pitcher to enjoy great success with the pitch. In 1909, Cicotte’s second full season with the Red Sox, he went 14-5 with a 1.94 ERA. In 1913—by which point Cicotte might have been throwing his infamous “shine ball,” too—he went 18-11 with a 1.58 ERA.

But while Cicotte might have been the only successful “knuckleball pitcher” in that era, he was far from the only pitcher who threw the knuckleball. After reading a great number of articles about pitchers that were published in Baseball Magazine in the Dead Ball Era, I’ve concluded that a great number of pitchers threw the knuckleball during that time. We’ll never have an accurate count, though, because often the knuckler was simply lumped under the heading of “slow ball.”

In a booklet called “Pitching Course” and published in 1914, Nap Rucker says, “The Knuckler and an ordinary slow ball are my change of pace deliveries.”

The italics there are mine, and I use them to suggest that the knuckleball fell under the heading of “slow ball,” along with the fadeaway, the palm ball (the “ordinary” slow ball, commonly used but not yet specifically named), and other deliveries designed to screw up the batter’s timing.

Cicotte’s last season was 1920, and 1920 was Eddie Rommel’s first season. When Rommel came up with the Athletics, his knuckleball was probably his second—or third—best pitch, but by 1922 he relied on his knuckler and led the majors with twenty-seven wins.

Also in 1920, Jesse Haines reached the majors for good, and wound up getting into the Hall of Fame while depending largely on a pitch that everybody called a knuckleball. In 1925 Fred Fitzsimmons arrived, featuring a fast knuckleball similar to Haines’, and while Fitzsimmons didn’t wind up in the Hall of Fame, he was a better pitcher than Haines.
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George Caster’s knuckleball grip





BEST KNUCKLEBALLS

 	Hoyt Wilhelm
 	Phil Niekro
 	Wilbur Wood
 	Eddie Rommel
 	Charlie Hough
 	Tom Candiotti
 	Dutch Leonard
 	Tim Wakefield
 	Joe Niekro
 	Eddie (Fisher or Cicotte)
 

Others: Ken Johnson, Bob Purkey, Nap Rucker, Ed Summers, Jim Tobin; perhaps it wasn’t fair to leave Fred Fitzsimmons and Jesse Haines off this list, but their “knuckleballs” weren’t the same sort of pitch as thrown by the fellows on the list.



Whereas Rommel’s knuckleball danced, Fitzsimmons’ and Haines’ knucklers came in harder and moved in the same direction—straight down—just about every time. Does that mean they weren’t “true” knuckleballs as we think of them now? Depends on how you look at it. Fitzsimmons and Haines did use their knuckles to grip their best pitches, and they probably did not twist their wrists when they released the ball. It’s hard to say what we would call their pitches today, because for some reason it’s been a long time since anyone’s thrown that way.

In the early 1930s, the knuckleball became something of a fad. As William E. Brandt wrote in the March 1932 issue of Baseball Magazine,

… Statistics are not available, so it’s fairly safe to say, without fear of contradiction, that more knuckle-balls were knuckled in the major leagues in 1931 than in any season since Abner Cooperstown Doubleday decided that ninety feet is the right handicap to give a grounder.

… it is a good ball only for those that can control it and that are absolutely positive it will “knuck” every time they turn it loose. The other boys use it best as a “surprise” pitch and at their own risk. Socks Seibold uses it a lot. Vance throws about four a game, and is very choosy just when to throw them, although he is credited with chucking a very mean one. Red Lucas once in a while. Gaston, Coffman, Stiles, and a dozen other American Leaguers are likely to flop one at you when you’ve got two strikes and not much else …

Adding Eddie Rommel to “Gaston, Coffman, Stiles, and a dozen other American Leaguers” gives us sixteen pitchers who threw the knuckleball at least occasionally, among only eight teams. That’s a fad.

On the other hand, if we define “fad” as something that is taken up for just a brief period of time, then the knuckleball should not be considered a fad, because the pitch remained at least moderately popular for decades. Sure, every few years there were stories suggesting that the knuckleball was enjoying new life. But that was just players forgetting recent history and writers trying to be original. From the early 1930s through the 1950s, a considerable number of pitchers featured the knuckleball as a complementary pitch.

[image: Image]

Fred Fitzsimmons



Still, with the retirement of Rommel in 1932, there were only two “knuckleball pitchers” in the major leagues; that is, two pitchers (Haines and Fitzsimmons) who relied on the pitch and were well-known for it. And that’s where it stayed for about five seasons … until the late 1930s, when for some reason there was a mini-explosion of knuckleball pitchers.

From the late ’30s through the end of World War II, something like a dozen pitchers reached the majors with the knuckleball as their best pitch. This movement of sorts is best epitomized by the Washington Senators in 1944 and ’45: in those two seasons, four knuckleballers—Dutch Leonard, Mickey Haefner, Roger Wolff, and Johnny Niggeling—accounted for seventy-two percent of their team’s starts. But these specialists were actually the exception; I suspect that something like half the pitchers in the majors occasionally threw a knuckleball. In 1945, Ed Rumill wrote of Senators catcher Rick Ferrell, “He has been a stylist behind the plate for a long time, some years before the knuckler became the most popular specialty pitch.”28

Things did slow down some after the war. Knuckleballers Gene Bearden (1948) and Hoyt Wilhelm (1952) were both runners-up in their leagues’ Rookie of the Year balloting, but: the 1950s were a relatively fallow period for the pitch. While a number of pitchers continued to employ it as a complementary pitch, there really weren’t any knuckleballing stars in the decade.

This was due, in part, to the odd notion that knuckleball pitchers belonged in the bullpen. It might have started with Wilhelm, who’d been a successful starter in the minors but was turned into a reliever by Leo Durocher when he came up with the Giants in 1952. From then through the late 1960s, when Phil Niekro established himself, it wasn’t easy to find a “knuckleball pitcher” in a major-league rotation (the notable exception being Ken Johnson, who spent most of 1962 through ’67 starting for the Colt .45s/Astros and Braves).

There were, on the other hand, a great number of knuckleballing relievers. In addition to Wilhelm—who eventually became the first reliever elected to the Hall of Fame—there were something like a dozen knuckleballing relievers in the 1950s and ’60s, and many more who used the pitch at least occasionally.
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Tim Wakefield

September of 1981 was a signal point in the history (if not the evolution) of the knuckleball pitcher. On September 3, Charlie Hough made his 415th career relief appearance. On September 8, he started against the As and pitched well (but lost). Hough started four more games in September, won all of them … and his long career as a reliever was over. He would pitch in the majors for thirteen more seasons, and pitch only three more games as a reliever.

Wilhelm had pitched his last game in 1972, Eddie Fisher in 1973, which left Hough as the last of the knuckleball relievers. He vacated his title in 1981, and the position went unfilled for nearly twenty years. In 1999, Tim Wakefield spent much of the season in the Red Sox bullpen, and then in 2003 Steve Sparks worked purely as a reliever for the Tigers and the Athletics. For nearly thirty years, though, the general prejudice against knuckleballers extended to an extreme prejudice against knuckleball relievers.

Theoretically, a knuckleballer is ill-suited for relief work because relievers often enter a game with runners on base, when an errant floater can be particularly costly. But wasn’t this equally true in the 1960s, when Hoyt Wilhelm, Eddie Fisher, and Wilbur Wood thrived in relief?

Or maybe we’ve got it backwards. Maybe it was the managers of the 1950s and ’60s who were biased … against knuckleballing starters. Maybe everybody finally realized that Phil Niekro and Wilbur Wood and Charlie Hough and the rest were simply too good to be tucked away in the bullpen and used for one hundred innings rather than two hundred (or in the case of Wood and Niekro, well upwards of three hundred).

Actually, the more interesting question is, “Why did pitchers stop using the knuckleball as a complementary pitch?”

I think there are a couple of reasons.

One, pitchers didn’t need the knuckleball as much. In the 1960s just about everything was going their way, so there wasn’t the same pressure to find an edge over the hitter. And by the 1970s, when the pendulum swung the other way, the circle change-up (or something like it), the forkball, the slip pitch, and others gave pitchers options when looking for a dependable off-speed pitch.

Two, it became popular to suggest that you couldn’t throw a knuckleball effectively unless you threw it almost exclusively. Hoyt Wilhelm, by far the most famous knuckleball pitcher in the 1960s, said this all the time. But is it true? Well, it depends on what you mean by “effectively.” It may well be true that a “knuckleball pitcher” has to throw finely tuned knuckleballs to win, and to throw finely tuned knuckleballs he has to throw a lot of them. But I think it’s silly to suggest that a pitcher today couldn’t occasionally throw a knuckleball as his third- or fourth-best pitch, and get some hitters out with it.

Nobody will try it, though. John Smoltz is the only pitcher in recent years who has. He threw a few knuckleballs in 1999 and talked about making the pitch an important part of his repertoire. But then Smoltz got hurt, came back as a reliever and didn’t think he needed the knuckleball any more (he was right).

Does the knuckleball have a future? These days, when a knuckleball pitcher throws a “fast” ball and the batter knows it’s coming, a home run becomes a distinct possibility. When a knuckleballer throws a knuckleball that doesn’t “knuck,” a home run becomes a distinct possibility. Times are tough all over.

In May of 1991, The Sporting News ran an article titled “Endangered Species: the Amazing Unpredictable Knuckleball is on the Verge of Extinction.”

Alarmist? Perhaps. But at the time, there were only two knuckleball pitchers in the major leagues, and one of them (Charlie Hough) was forty-three years old. The other (Tom Candiotti) was thirty-three—young, of course, for a knuckleballer—and it looked like Candiotti would soon be alone, as there weren’t any promising knuckleball pitchers in the minor leagues.

But slightly more than a year later, Tim Wakefield made his major-league debut. Three years later, Steve Sparks and Dennis Springer arrived, and in 2001 a “fast” knuckleballer named Jared Fernandez made it.

What happens if Fernandez doesn’t stick, and Wakefield goes where all knuckleballers eventually go? There will be another. There always is. At this writing, our hopes lie with a Red Sox farmhand named Charlie Zink. Signed in 2002 on the recommendation of Luis Tiant, Zink is very young for a knuckleball pitcher but has already made great progress in harnessing the pitch. Don’t be surprised if he winds up pitching for twenty years in the major leagues.

27 James C. Mills, Baseball Magazine (July 1908), “The Finger-Nail Ball.”

28 Ed Rumill in Baseball Magazine (February 1945), page 294.




THE FORKBALL FAST AND SLOW


ROB NEYER

This essay was rewritten at the last moment, when we discovered that we didn’t know what we thought we knew.

We thought that a pitcher named Joe Bush invented the forkball.

When Bush came up with the Philadelphia Athletics in 1913, he impressed everybody with his fastball. Ten years later, though, Bush was famous for throwing the “fork ball.” Early in 1923, F.C. Lane wrote in Baseball Magazine,

… There was a day when Bush could get by on sheer speed. Those were the years when he picked up the nickname of “Bullet Joe” Nowadays, however, Bush couples speed with his fork ball and a few, a very few, judiciously placed curves. These are his repertoire and the prize of the lot is the fork ball. This peculiar delivery is hardly a secret, though, of course, Bush as the originator cannot be expected to explain the intricacies of his pet delivery while it is still the basis of his pitching success.

Joe Bush. Forkball. Originator.

Seems clear enough. But when did Bush originate the forkball?

The answer is “1920.” One source says Bush discovered the pitch in 1921, but the more credible stories suggest that he came up with the pitch in 1920 but didn’t realize what he had until 1921. In 1929, Bush told The Saturday Evening Post,

Probably one of the most bewildering balls ever pitched was my own invention—the fork ball, which I discovered in 1920 when I was essaying my comeback with the Boston Red Sox after I had hurt my arm several years before and was forced to stop throwing curve balls. I haven’t thrown fifteen since. My arm had lost the power and snap it had when I first started to pitch, and I knew I had to evolve a new delivery of my own if I were to stay in the Big Show.

It was while experimenting on different deliveries that I placed the ball between my index and middle fingers, resting the bottom of the sphere on my thumb, and threw it. I discovered that the ball took a funny hop. I tried it again, moving my thumb to the inside of the ball. It took another peculiar hop as it passed over the plate. I repeated the same thing a number of times, moving my thumb in different positions under the ball and noticed that it broke over the pan in all sorts of strange ways. It struck me as somewhat like the spitter, breaking sharply over the plate. I kept working on this delivery day after day until my fingers and thumb would get so sore from stretching around the ball that they would ache for hours, even though my hand is large. A pitcher with a small hand would have great difficulty controlling this pitch.

After developing and perfecting this delivery I gave it the name of fork ball. When I first used it in the league I was almost unhittable. This one pitch had everything to do with my comeback.

I used my thumb as a propeller to guide the ball the way I wanted it to break over the plate. I threw it both overhand and side-arm. When I threw the ball overhand it took a sharp break much like the spit ball. By turning my thumb underneath to the inside I could make the ball break away from the hitter, and by turning my thumb to the outside I could make it break in to the batter.

Of course, when I first used it the opposing hitters had no idea I had such a breaking ball and they were so nonplused they had little success hitting against me. The first time Ty Cobb, the greatest batter of all time, hit at it he complained to Umpire Bill Evans that I was using a spit ball, which had been banned.

Evans examined the ball, found no wet spot on it, handed it back to the catcher and told Cobb to go on batting. I heaved another forkie. Ty swung hard and missed it a mile. He insisted I was doing something illegal to the ball and demanded that Evans investigate.

The umpire walked out to the pitcher’s mound and asked me what I was doing to give the ball such a freak hop. In as much as I was doing nothing illegal, I was not obliged to disclose my secret and I informed him of the fact in so many words.

OEBPS/images/img01_038.png





OEBPS/images/img01_039.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-2.png





OEBPS/images/img01_036.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-5.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-4.png
THE

NEYER/JAMES

GUIDE TO PITCHERS

A itaicl onpande of P, Fchorand ichs

BILL JAMES
and ROB NEYER






OEBPS/images/img01_034.png









OEBPS/images/img01_028.png





OEBPS/images/img01_025.png





OEBPS/images/img01_041.png





OEBPS/images/img01_042.png





OEBPS/images/img01_043.png





OEBPS/images/9781439103777_ci_std.png
THE

NEYER/JAMES

GUIDE TO PITCHERS

An Historicol Compendium of Pitching, Pitchers, and Pitches

BILL JAMES
and ROB NEYER

lllllllllllll
nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY





