
[image: Cover-Image]






[image: ]






ALSO AVAILABLE IN THE 50 GREATEST PLAYERS SERIES



The 50 Greatest Players in Boston Celtics History

The 50 Greatest Players in Boston Red Sox History

The 50 Greatest Players in Braves History

The 50 Greatest Players in Buffalo Bills History

The 50 Greatest Players in Chicago Bears History

The 50 Greatest Players in Cincinnati Bengals History

The 50 Greatest Players in Cleveland Browns History

The 50 Greatest Players in Dallas Cowboys History

The 50 Greatest Players in Denver Broncos History

The 50 Greatest Players in Detroit Tigers History

The 50 Greatest Players in Green Bay Packers History

The 50 Greatest Players in Houston Astros History

The 50 Greatest Players in Kansas City Chiefs History

The 50 Greatest Players in Minnesota Vikings History

The 50 Greatest Players in New England Patriots History

The 50 Greatest Players in New York Giants History

The 50 Greatest Players in New York Yankees History

The 50 Greatest Players in Philadelphia Eagles History

The 50 Greatest Players in Philadelphia Phillies History

The 50 Greatest Players in Pittsburgh Pirates History

The 50 Greatest Players in Pittsburgh Steelers History

The 50 Greatest Players in San Francisco 49ers History

The 50 Greatest Players in St. Louis Cardinals History





[image: ]


Robert W. Cohen

[image: ]


Essex, Connecticut




[image: ]
An imprint of The Globe Pequot Publishing Group, Inc.

64 South Main Street

Essex, CT 06426

LyonsPress.com

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2025 by Robert W. Cohen

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available

ISBN 978-1-4930-8591-0 (cloth: alk. paper)

ISBN 978-1-4930-8592-7 (electronic)

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.











Contents

Acknowledgments	vii

Introduction	ix


 1	Johnny Bench	1

 2	Frank Robinson	10

 3	Pete Rose	19

 4	Joe Morgan	28

 5	Barry Larkin	36

 6	Joey Votto	45

 7	Tony Pérez	54

 8	Vada Pinson	62

 9	Edd Roush	70

10	Eric Davis	77

11	Ted Kluszewski	85

12	George Foster	92

13	Bucky Walters	99

14	Eppa Rixey	106

15	Ernie Lombardi	112

16	Frank McCormick	119

17	Dave Concepción	125

18	Brandon Phillips	132

19	Gus Bell	139

20	Ken Griffey Sr.	144

21	Dave Parker	150

22	Jake Beckley	158

23	Paul Derringer	164

24	Sean Casey	170

25	Adam Dunn	176

26	Jim Maloney	183

27	Don Gullett	191

28	José Rijo	197

29	Ken Griffey Jr.	204

30	John Franco	212

31	Tom Seaver	218

32	Aroldis Chapman	226

33	Heinie Groh	232

34	Johnny Temple	238

35	Noodles Hahn	245

36	Cy Seymour	251

37	Lee May	257

38	Pete Donohue	264

39	Bobby Tolan	269

40	Johnny Cueto	275

41	Johnny Vander Meer	281

42	Wally Post	287

43	Dolf Luque	292

44	Bob Bescher	298

45	Ival Goodman	303

46	Jake Daubert	308

47	Chris Sabo	314

48	Gary Nolan	320

49	Leo Cárdenas	326

50	Mario Soto	331



Summary and Honorable Mentions	340


GLOSSARY	354

BIBLIOGRAPHY	356











Acknowledgments


I would like to thank Kate Yeakley of RMYauctions.com, George Kitrinos, Keith Allison, Dirk Hansen, Mike Morbeck, and Hayden Schiff, each of whom generously contributed to the photographic content of this work.











Introduction


The origins of the Cincinnati Reds can be traced back to a Cincinnati Red Stockings team that competed in the newly formed National League from 1876 to 1880, before being expelled from the circuit for serving beer at games and allowing its park to be used on Sundays. Incensed over the Red Stockings’ expulsion from the NL, Cincinnati Enquirer sports editor  O. P. Caylor formed a new independent team of the same name that became a charter member of the American Association (AA), a rival league that began play in 1882.

Owned and operated by former Red Stockings president Justus Thorner and managed by catcher/first baseman Pop Snyder, the latest version of the Cincinnati ballclub, which spent most of its formative years playing its home games at League Park, excelled in the AA’s inaugural season, winning the league championship by posting a record of 55–25 behind the superb pitching of 40-game winner Will White. Continuing to perform well the next seven seasons after clothing firm executive and theatrical producer Aaron S. Stern assumed control of the team, the Red Stockings, who shortened their name to the Reds during this period, compiled a winning record each year under the guidance of four different managers.

Choosing to leave the American Association and join the National League in 1890, the Reds experienced little success the next six seasons, never finishing any higher than fourth, as Tom Loftus (1890–1891), Charles Comiskey (1892–1894), and Buck Ewing (1895) took turns managing the ballclub. Nevertheless, future Hall of Fame second baseman Bid McPhee distinguished himself with his outstanding all-around play.

Although the Reds posted a winning record five straight times under Ewing from 1895 to 1899, their failure to seriously contend for the NL flag prompted team president and owner John T. Brush to relieve him of his duties following the conclusion of the 1899 campaign. The Reds subsequently took a step backward under managers Bob Allen (1900), Bid McPhee (1901–1902), and Joe Kelley (1902–1903) the next four years, finishing above .500 just once, while moving into a newly constructed stadium called the Palace of the Fans in 1902 after a fire demolished their previous home.

Purchased that same year by a group headed by Garry Herrmann, who served as a member of Cincinnati’s school board and president of the city’s Water Works Commission, the Reds experienced a brief resurgence under player-manager Kelley in 1904 and 1905, posting back-to-back winning records, with star outfielder Cy Seymour setting a single-season franchise record that still stands by compiling a league-leading batting average of .377 in the second of those campaigns. However, following the release of Kelley at the end of 1905, the Reds entered one of the darkest periods in franchise history, finishing with a winning mark just three times between 1906 and 1918 under seven different managers. Meanwhile, with the Reds struggling on the playing field, they christened Redland Field as their new home in 1912 after the Palace of the Fans suffered its own devastating fire in 1911. A steel-and-concrete ballpark located on the corner of Findlay and Western Avenues on the city’s west side, Redland Field (later renamed Crosley Field after new team owner Powel Crosley Jr. in 1934) remained home to the Reds until they moved into Riverfront Stadium 58 years later.

Finally emerging from their malaise under new manager Pat Moran in 1919, the Reds captured their first NL pennant by compiling a record of 96–44 during the regular season, before winning the World Series by defeating the Chicago White Sox in eight games. Unfortunately, the “Black Sox” scandal broke one year later, thereby tainting the Reds’ triumph in the Fall Classic. Nevertheless, the 1919 Reds possessed an extremely talented roster that included Hall of Fame outfielder Edd Roush, standout third baseman Heinie Groh, solid-hitting, slick-fielding first baseman Jake Daubert, 21-game winner Slim Sallee, and 19-game winners Hod Eller and Dutch Ruether.

Proving to be a one-year wonder, the Reds seriously contended for the NL flag just three times during the 1920s, winning as many as 90 games only once. Yet, even though their lack of offensive firepower consistently relegated them to second-tier status, the Reds annually featured one of the league’s best pitching staffs, with Hall of Fame southpaw Eppa Rixey and star right-handers Dolf Luque and Pete Donohue all excelling on the mound for much of the decade.

With the onset of the Great Depression, the Reds entered another period of extended mediocrity, finishing toward the bottom of the NL standings nine straight times from 1929 to 1937, as managers Jack Hendricks (1924–1929), Dan Howley (1930–1932), Donie Bush (1933), Bob O’Farrell (1934), and Chuck Dressen (1934–1937) all attempted to right the ship. The Reds finally began to show signs of life shortly after Powel Crosley Jr. purchased the team in 1934 from Sidney Weil, who had assumed ownership of the club four years earlier. An electronics magnate who, with his brother Lewis, had started WLW radio and the Crosley Broadcasting Corporation in Cincinnati, Crosley made the hiring of longtime baseball executive Larry MacPhail as general manager one of his first moves. MacPhail set about developing the Reds’ farm system, which, over the course of the next few seasons, produced star first baseman Frank McCormick, hard-hitting outfielder Ival Goodman, and standout pitcher Johnny Vander Meer. A shrewd judge of talent, MacPhail also acquired via trade Bucky Walters, who proved to be the NL’s finest pitcher much of his time in Cincinnati. And with MacPhail retaining the services of star catcher Ernie Lombardi and four-time 20-game winner Paul Derringer, the Reds soon emerged as strong contenders in the senior circuit, finishing six games behind the pennant-winning Cubs in 1938, before capturing the NL flag in each of the next two seasons under manager Bill McKech-
nie. Unfortunately, the Reds came up short against the Yankees in the 1939 World Series, losing to them in four straight games. But they captured their second world championship the following year by defeating the Detroit Tigers 4–3 in the Fall Classic.

McKechnie continued to manage the Reds for six more years, guiding them to a runner-up finish to St. Louis in 1943 and a pair of third-place finishes in 1941 and 1944, before being handed his walking papers during the latter stages of the 1946 campaign after piloting them to a mark of just 64–86. Continuing to struggle the next seven seasons under four different managers, the Reds failed to finish any higher than fifth, winning as many as 70 games just once.

Following two more losing seasons under new skipper Birdie Tebbetts, the Reds reemerged as contenders for the NL flag in 1956, when their powerful offense (they hit 221 home runs as a team) led them to a total of 91 victories that left them just two games behind the pennant-winning Dodgers in the final standings. While slugging first baseman Ted Kluszewski and hard-hitting outfielders Wally Post and Gus Bell all made a major impact on offense, the arrival in Cincinnati of NL Rookie of the Year Frank Robinson, who went on to become one of the greatest players in the history of the game, contributed more than anything to the Reds’ return to prominence.

Meanwhile, three years before the Reds rejoined the NL’s elite, they briefly changed their name to the Redlegs in response to the “Second Red Scare” that took place at the height of the Communist movement. The new moniker never caught on, though, prompting them to change their name back to the Reds prior to the start of the 1959 campaign.

The Reds finished near the middle of the pack in the NL standings four straight times from 1957 to 1960 under managers Tebbetts (1957–1958), Jimmy Dykes (1958), Mayo Smith (1959), and Fred Hutchinson (1959–1960), before the latter led them to their fourth league championship in 1961, the same year that longtime baseball executive Bill DeWitt purchased the team from the estate of Powel Crosley, who died suddenly prior to the start of the regular season. Assuming the role of general manager as well, DeWitt engineered trades for veteran third baseman Gene Freese and right-handed pitcher Joey Jay, each of whom made significant contributions to the Reds’ successful run to the pennant. While Jay ended up leading the staff with 21 victories, Freese provided solid defense and another productive bat to a lineup that already included league MVP Frank Robinson and speedy young center fielder Vada Pinson, who finished second in the NL batting race to Roberto Clemente with a mark of .343. However, the Reds ran into a buzzsaw in the World Series in the form of the Yankees, who defeated them in five games.

The Reds remained serious contenders for the NL flag the next three years, posting more than 90 victories and finishing fewer than five games off the pace in both 1962 and 1964, before losing their beloved leader when Fred Hutchinson died of cancer. Nevertheless, with the Reds boasting a farm system that produced the likes of Pete Rose, Jim Maloney, Tony Pérez, and Lee May, they continued to perform well under managers Dick Sisler and Dave Bristol the next few years, even after DeWitt made a monumental error in judgment by trading Frank Robinson to the Baltimore Orioles at the end of 1965. One year later, DeWitt sold the Reds to an ownership group headed by Cincinnati Enquirer publisher Francis L. Dale, who, after appointing Bob Howsam general manager and team president, negotiated a deal with the city of Cincinnati and Hamilton County in which the two parties agreed to build a new, state-of-the-art stadium on the edge of the Ohio River, thereby averting a potential move of the team to San Diego. The Reds continued to call Crosley Field home until June 30, 1970, when they moved into brand-new Riverfront Stadium (later renamed Cinergy Field), a 52,000-seat multipurpose venue located in downtown Cincinnati that housed both the Reds and the NFL’s Cincinnati Bengals for the next three decades. Meanwhile, with MLB adopting a new two-division setup in each league in 1969, the Reds became a member of the NL West, which they spent the next 24 years sharing with the Los Angeles Dodgers, San Francisco Giants, Atlanta Braves, Houston Astros, and San Diego Padres.

After the Reds finished four games behind the first-place Braves in 1969, Bob Howsam replaced Dave Bristol at the helm with the little-known George “Sparky” Anderson, who had spent most of his professional career playing and managing in the minor leagues. Flourishing under Anderson, the Reds finished well over .500 in eight of the next nine seasons, winning in the process five division titles, four pennants, and two World Series, with their powerful offense earning them the nickname “The Big Red Machine.”

The Reds began their exceptional run in 1970 by running away with the division title with a record of 102–60. They subsequently advanced to the World Series by sweeping the Pittsburgh Pirates in three straight games in the NLCS. However, despite their potent lineup that included Pete Rose, speedy center fielder Bobby Tolan, and middle-of-the-order sluggers Lee May, Tony Pérez, and NL MVP Johnny Bench, the Reds proved to be no match for the Baltimore Orioles in the Fall Classic, losing to them in five games.

Following a subpar showing in 1971, the Reds completed an eight-player trade with the Houston Astros the following offseason that helped establish them as the NL’s preeminent team. Sending Lee May, All-Star second baseman Tommy Helms, and infielder/outfielder Jimmy Stewart to Houston, the Reds received in return pitcher Jack Billingham, infielder Denis Menke, second sacker Joe Morgan, and outfielders Ed Armbrister and César Gerónimo. While Billingham, Menke, and Gerónimo all contributed significantly to the success the Reds experienced the next several years, Morgan proved to be the key to the deal, performing at a Hall of Fame level during his time in Cincinnati.

Still, it took the Reds four more years to reach their ultimate goal. After winning the division title in 1972 and edging out the Pirates 3–2 in the NLCS, the Reds lost a hard-fought seven-game World Series to the Oakland Athletics. NL West champions again in 1973, the Reds subsequently suffered a five-game defeat at the hands of the vastly inferior New York Mets in the NLCS. After minority owner Louis Nippert purchased majority control of the team from Francis Dale at the end of the year, the Reds finished a close second to the Dodgers in 1974, before reclaiming the division title the following year by posting a franchise-best regular-season mark of 108–54. The Reds subsequently swept the Pirates in the NLCS, before defeating the Boston Red Sox in seven games in one of the most memorable World Series ever played. Having exorcised their earlier demons, the Reds dominated their 1976 postseason opposition after laying claim to their second straight division title, sweeping the Phillies in the NLCS and the Yankees in the Fall Classic.

Generally ranked among the greatest teams in the history of the game, the Reds’ championship squads of 1975 and 1976 featured lineups that, from top to bottom, had no weaknesses. With Pete Rose and Ken Griffey Sr. manning the top two spots, Joe Morgan, Johnny Bench, Tony Pérez, and George Foster comprising the middle of the order, and César Gerónimo and Dave Concepción preceding the pitcher at the bottom of the lineup, The Big Red Machine applied constant pressure to opposing hurlers. Though often overlooked, the Reds also had a solid pitching staff that included starters Don Gullett, Gary Nolan, Jack Billingham, and Fred Norman, and relievers Rawly Eastwick, Clay Carroll, and Pedro Borbón.

Following their back-to-back championships, the Reds underwent several changes in personnel that brought their period of dominance to an end. After losing Don Gullett to free agency on November 18, 1976, the Reds traded an aging Tony Pérez to the Montreal Expos one month later. Pete Rose signed as a free agent with the Philadelphia Phillies at the end of 1978. Meanwhile, age and injuries began to take their toll on Johnny Bench and Joe Morgan. The Reds added an ace to their pitching staff when they acquired Tom Seaver from the Mets midway through the 1977 campaign. But ownership replaced the man who engineered that trade, Bob Howsam, with longtime front office executive Dick Wagner the following offseason. And after the Reds finished second in the NL West two straight times, Wagner fired manager Sparky Anderson at the end of 1978 and replaced him with former Oakland Athletics and San Diego Padres skipper, John McNamara.

Faring well under McNamara his first year in charge, the Reds edged out Houston for the division title in 1979 by compiling a record of 90–71. However, they exited the postseason tournament quickly, losing to the Pirates in three straight games in the NLCS. After finishing 3.5 games off the pace the following year, the Reds posted the best overall record in baseball during the strike-interrupted 1981 campaign. But with the 108-game season being split into two halves and the Reds finishing second in the division in both halves, they failed to advance to the playoffs. The Reds subsequently slumped to a mark of 61–101 in 1982, costing McNamara his job. Continuing to struggle the next two seasons under managers Russ Nixon and Vern Rapp, the Reds finished well out of contention both years, leading to the hiring of Pete Rose, who assumed the dual role of player-manager during the latter stages of the 1984 campaign.

As the managing carousel continued in Cincinnati, the Reds experienced numerous changes in ownership and upper management as well. After Louis Nippert sold his shares of the team to a group headed by minority owners William and James Williams in 1981, the Williams brothers remained in charge until 1984, when minority owner Marge Schott purchased controlling interest in the ballclub. Prior to relinquishing control of the team, though, the Williams brothers replaced Dick Wagner as GM with Bob Howsam, who, before giving way to Bill Bergesch in 1985, helped return the Reds to respectability by making several wise moves, including trading for veteran slugger Dave Parker.

Performing relatively well under Pete Rose, who officially retired as an active player at the end of 1986 with more career hits (4,256) than anyone else in the history of the game, the Reds finished second in the NL West four straight times from 1985 to 1988. However, they stumbled somewhat in 1989, slumping to fifth place in the division, with Rose receiving a lifetime suspension from MLB commissioner Bart Giamatti during the latter stages of the campaign for “conduct detrimental to baseball” for betting on the game.

Following the banishment of Rose, new Cincinnati GM Murray Cook replaced him with Lou Piniella, who led the Reds to the division title, a six-game win over the Pirates in the NLCS, and a stunning four-game sweep of the heavily favored Oakland Athletics in the World Series his first year in charge. Although the 1990 Reds lacked the offensive firepower of The Big Red Machine, they proved to be an extremely well-balanced team whose lineup featured star center fielder Eric Davis, 1988 NL Rookie of the Year third baseman Chris Sabo, and future Hall of Fame shortstop Barry Larkin. Meanwhile, José Rijo, who earned Series MVP honors by winning both his starts against Oakland, and “Nasty Boys” relievers Rob Dibble, Norm Charlton, and Randy Myers anchored arguably the best bullpen in either league.

Piniella managed the Reds for two more years, failing to lead them back to the playoffs in either of those, before being relieved of his duties following the conclusion of the 1992 campaign. Following a brief 44-game managerial stint by fan favorite Tony Pérez, former New York Mets skipper Davey Johnson assumed control of the team for the next three seasons, during which time further expansion caused MLB to adopt a new three-division alignment in each league that resulted in the Reds being placed in the NL Central, which they spent the next few years sharing with the Chicago Cubs, St. Louis Cardinals, Pittsburgh Pirates, and Houston Astros (the Milwaukee Brewers joined the division in 1998, and the Astros moved to the AL in 2013).

Posting a winning record under Johnson in both 1994 and 1995, the Reds won the division title in the second of those campaigns and then swept the Dodgers in three straight games in the NLDS. But they subsequently suffered a four-game sweep at the hands of the Braves in the NLCS, prompting general manager Jim Bowden to replace Johnson at the helm with former Reds third baseman Ray Knight, a close personal friend of team owner Marge Schott. Knight lasted less than two full seasons, before the Reds’ uninspired play led to his firing and the hiring of Jack McKeon, who piloted the team for the next three-plus years. Meanwhile, Schott, whose racist comments and controversial statements supporting the domestic policies of Adolf Hitler drew her two lengthy suspensions from MLB, agreed to sell her controlling interest in the team to a group headed by Cincinnati businessman Carl Lindner on April 20, 1999.

Although the Reds posted a winning record in two of their three full seasons under McKeon, their failure to advance to the playoffs convinced Jim Bowden to replace him with former All-Star catcher and Kansas City Royals manager Bob Boone at the end of 2000.

Performing miserably under Boone the next three seasons despite the presence in their lineup of Ken Griffey Jr., Sean Casey, and Adam Dunn, the Reds finished well under .500 each year, eliciting the firings of both Bowden and Boone on July 28, 2003.

Yet, despite the team’s poor showing in 2003, the season remains a memorable one since it marked the opening of Great American Ball Park, which has now served as home to the Reds for more than two decades. Located at 100 Joe Nuxhall Way, just east of the site on which Riverfront Stadium (Cinergy Field) once stood, Great American Ball Park, which opened at a cost of $290 million and has a seating capacity of 42,271, houses not only the Reds but also the team’s Hall of Fame.

Following the dismissals of Bowden and Boone, the Reds continued to struggle the next few seasons under GM’s Dan O’Brien and Wayne Krivsky, who failed in their attempts to restore the team to prominence by hiring managers Dave Miley (2003–2005), Jerry Narron (2005–2007), and Pete Mackanin (2007). The Reds experienced a brief resurgence shortly after Cincinnati businessman Bob Castellini purchased a majority share of the team from Carl Lindner in 2006 and replaced Krivsky with former St. Louis Cardinals GM Walt Jocketty, who, in turn, appointed Dusty Baker manager prior to the start of the 2008 campaign. Following two more losing seasons, the Reds, led by NL MVP Joey Votto, won the division title in 2010, nearly earning Baker NL Manager of the Year honors for the fourth time. Unfortunately, they subsequently exited the postseason tournament quickly, losing to the Phillies in three straight games in the NLDS. After finishing well out of contention the following year, the Reds advanced to the playoffs in each of the next two seasons, capturing the division title again in 2012 by posting a regular-season record of 97–65 that represented their best mark in more than three decades. However, they failed to make it out of the first round of the postseason tournament both years, losing to the Giants in five games in the 2012 NLDS, before suffering a 6–2 defeat at the hands of the Pirates in the 2013 NL Wild Card Game.

Returning to the depths of the NL Central after pitching coach Bryan Price replaced Dusty Baker as skipper in 2014, the Reds failed to win more than 68 games in four of the next five seasons, prompting new GM Nick Krall to attempt to rebuild the organization’s farm system by dealing slugging outfielder Jay Bruce and star pitchers Johnny Cueto and Aroldis Chapman to other teams for top prospects. Krall also assigned managerial duties to David Bell, who, following a major-league career during which he manned third base for six different teams, spent the next decade managing in the minors and coaching at the big-league level.

Bell’s first five years as skipper yielded mixed results, with the Reds posting three winning records and two losing marks and advancing to the playoffs as a wild card during the pandemic-shortened 2020 campaign. But following a disappointing showing in 2024 that saw them finish under .500 for the second time in three years, the Reds fired Bell and replaced him with Terry Francona, who previously led the Cleveland Indians/Guardians to one AL pennant and the Boston Red Sox to two world championships. 

Although it has now been more than three decades since the Reds won their last World Series, the presence on their roster of talented young players such as outfielder Spencer Steer, shortstop Elly De La Cruz, and pitcher Hunter Greene appears to have them set up for future success. Their next world championship will be their sixth. The Reds have also won 10 division titles and nine National League pennants, which ranks as the sixth-highest total in the history of the senior circuit. 

In addition to the success the Reds have experienced as a team over the years, a significant number of players have attained notable individual honors during their time in Cincinnati. The Reds boast 12 MVP winners, placing them fourth in NL history, behind only the Cardinals, Giants, and Dodgers. They have also featured nine home-run champions and nine batting champions. Meanwhile, a Reds pitcher has led the NL in wins 12 times, strikeouts 11 times, and ERA on nine separate occasions. Furthermore, eight players have had their number retired by the team and 26 members of the Baseball Hall of Fame spent at least one full season playing for the Reds, 10 of whom had most of their finest seasons as a member of the organization.



Factors Used to Determine Rankings

It should come as no surprise that selecting the 50 greatest players ever to perform for a team with the rich history of the Cincinnati Reds presented a difficult and daunting task. Even after narrowing the field down to a mere 50 men, I found myself faced with the challenge of ranking the elite players that remained. Certainly, the names of Frank Robinson, Pete Rose, Johnny Bench, Joe Morgan, Barry Larkin, and Joey Votto would appear at, or near, the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from one person to the next. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition through the years as being among the greatest players ever to wear a Reds uniform, with Bucky Walters, Tony Pérez, George Foster, Eric Davis, and Dave Concepción heading the list of other Reds icons. But how does one differentiate between the all-around brilliance of Morgan and the offensive dominance of Robinson, or the pitching excellence of Walters and the tremendous slugging of Foster? After initially deciding whom to include on my list, I then needed to determine what criteria I should use to formulate my final rankings.

The first thing I decided to examine was the level of dominance a player attained during his time in Cincinnati. How often did he lead the National League in a major offensive or pitching statistical category? How did he fare in the annual MVP and/or Cy Young voting? How many times did he make the All-Star team?

I also needed to weigh the level of statistical compilation a player achieved while wearing a Reds uniform. Where does a batter rank in team annals in the major offensive categories? How high on the all-time list of Reds hurlers does a pitcher rank in wins, ERA, complete games, innings pitched, shutouts, and saves? Of course, I also needed to consider the era in which the player performed when evaluating his overall numbers. For example, modern-day starting pitchers such as José Rijo and Johnny Cueto were not likely to throw nearly as many complete games or shutouts as Eppa Rixey, who anchored Cincinnati’s starting rotation during the 1920s. And Adam Dunn, who slugged home runs at a prodigious pace during the first decade of the 21st century, was likely to reach the seats far more often than Cy Seymour, who starred in the outfield for the Reds some 100 years earlier.

Other important factors I needed to consider were the overall contributions a player made to the success of the team, the degree to which he improved the fortunes of the ballclub during his time in the Queen City, the manner in which he impacted the team, both on and off the field, and the degree to which he added to the Reds’ legacy of winning. While the number of pennants the Reds won during a particular player’s years with the ballclub certainly factored into the equation, I chose not to deny a top performer his rightful place on the list if his years in Cincinnati happened to coincide with a lack of overall success by the team. As a result, players such as Ted Kluszewski and Sean Casey will figure prominently in these rankings.

There are two other things I should mention. Firstly, I only considered a player’s performance during his time in Cincinnati when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of Hall of Famers Tom Seaver and Ken Griffey Jr., both of whom had most of their best years while playing for other teams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. In addition, since several of the rules that governed 19th-century baseball (including permitting batters to dictate the location of pitches until 1887, situating the pitcher’s mound only 50 feet from home plate until 1893, and crediting a stolen base to a runner any time he advanced from first to third base on a hit) differed dramatically from those to which we have become accustomed, I elected to include only those players who competed after 1900, which is generally considered to be the beginning of baseball’s “modern era.” Doing so eliminated from consideration 19th-century standouts such as Bid McPhee and Will White.

Having established the guidelines to be used throughout this book, we are ready to examine the careers of the 50 greatest players in Cincinnati Reds history, starting with number 1 and working our way down to number 50.













1


Johnny Bench

Johnny Bench received stiff competition from Frank Robinson and Pete Rose for the top spot in these rankings, with Robinson and Rose each surpassing the man generally recognized as the greatest catcher in MLB history by a considerably wide margin in several statistical categories. While Bench hit more homers and knocked in more runs than any other player in team annals, Rose compiled a much higher batting average, scored many more runs, and accumulated far more hits, doubles, triples, and walks than his longtime teammate. Meanwhile, Robinson, in addition to holding franchise records for highest career slugging percentage and OPS, hit just 65 fewer homers and knocked in only 367 fewer runs than Bench in more than 2,200 fewer plate appearances. Rose and Robinson also each earned NL MVP honors once during their time in Cincinnati. But Bench won the award twice while serving as the cornerstone of Reds teams that won six division titles, four pennants, and two World Series. The best defender of the three, Bench also won 10 Gold Gloves for his brilliant work behind home plate, which, along with his tremendous offensive production, helped him earn 14 NL All-Star nominations, a number 16 ranking on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of Baseball’s 100 Greatest Players, a berth on MLB’s All-Century Team, and a place in the Baseball Hall of Fame. Furthermore, while Robinson and Rose each spent several seasons playing for other teams, Bench remained in Cincinnati his entire career. Factoring everything into the equation, Bench seemed like the best choice for number one on this list, forcing Robinson and Rose to settle for the next two spots.

Born in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, on December 7, 1947, Johnny Lee Bench moved with his family at the age of five some 60 miles west, to the town of Binger, where he grew up with his younger sister and two older brothers. The son of a former semiprofessional baseball player, Bench developed an affinity for sports early in life, remembering, “When I wasn’t playing, I was watching games, just eating and living and breathing sports.”

[image: ]
Johnny Bench served as the cornerstone of Reds teams that won six division titles, four pennants, and two World Series.
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Encouraged by his dad, Bench practiced baseball daily and played catcher for several local Little League teams, recalling, “My father said catching was the quickest way to the big leagues because that’s what they wanted.”

Adding that he first began entertaining thoughts of playing professionally while watching fellow Oklahoma native Mickey Mantle compete in the World Series, Bench revealed that he said to himself at the time, “You mean, you can be from Oklahoma and play in the major leagues!”

Developing into an excellent all-around athlete during his teenage years, Bench earned All-State honors in both baseball and basketball at Binger High School, setting off a recruiting frenzy as graduation neared. But after briefly considering attending college on a baseball/basketball scholarship, Bench chose to sign with the Reds for $6,000 plus college tuition when they selected him in the second round of the June 1965 MLB Amateur Draft, with the 36th overall pick.

The 17-year-old Bench subsequently began his pro career with Tampa in the Florida State League, failing to distinguish himself on offense, but drawing favorable reviews for his defense. Far more effective at the bat for Class A Peninsula in 1966, Bench earned Carolina League Player of the Year honors by batting .294, hitting 22 homers, and driving in 68 runs, in only 99 games, before being promoted to Triple-A Buffalo during the latter stages of the campaign. Returning to Buffalo in 1967, Bench gained recognition from the Sporting News as that publication’s Minor League Player of the Year with his excellent all-around play, which earned him a late-season callup to Cincinnati. Although Bench batted just .163 in his 26 games with the parent club, he received a boost in confidence during spring training the following year when an impressed Ted Williams presented him with an autographed baseball that read, “To Johnny Bench, a Hall of Famer for sure.”

Though still only 20 years old, Bench ended up laying claim to the starting catcher’s job, after which he went on to earn 1968 NL Rookie of the Year honors and the first of his 13 consecutive All-Star nominations by hitting 15 homers, driving in 82 runs, batting .275, posting an OPS of .743, and finishing third in the league with 40 doubles. Bench also garnered Gold Glove honors for the first of 10 straight times by leading all NL receivers in both putouts (942) and assists (102).

While Bench posted better numbers on offense than any other NL catcher in his first full big-league season, he received widespread acclaim for his defense, with Roy Blount Jr. of Sports Illustrated writing of his powerful throwing arm, “It is about the size of a good healthy leg, and it works like a recoilless rifle.”

Stating confidently, “I can throw out any man alive,” Bench also drew praise from Baltimore Orioles GM Harry Dalton, who commented, “Every time Bench throws, everybody in baseball drools.”

Bench also did an exceptional job of handling Cincinnati’s pitching staff, with the team’s hurlers marveling at his ability to call a great game at such a young age and expressing amazement at how quickly he learned the league’s hitters. Commenting on his batterymate’s ability to get the most out of him, veteran Reds right-hander Jim Maloney stated, “He’ll come out on the mound and treat me like a two-year-old, but so help me, I like it. . . . This kid coaches me. . . . When you’re in a big sweat and nervous, he can calm you down more ways than I have ever seen.”

Ironically, Maloney initially resisted Bench’s advice more than any other Reds pitcher, before learning to fully appreciate his knowledge of his craft through an incident that occurred at 1968 spring training. Maloney, an eight-year veteran at the time, had endured numerous injuries through the years that significantly reduced the velocity of his once-blazing fastball. Nevertheless, he continued to “shake off” his young catcher’s signals for breaking balls, preferring instead to throw his rather mediocre heater. An exasperated Bench bluntly told Maloney, “Your fastball’s not popping,” to which the veteran right-hander responded with an expletive. To prove his point, Bench finally called for a fastball. Then, after Maloney released his pitch, the catcher dropped his mitt and casually caught the offering barehanded. Maloney never again questioned Bench’s signal-calling abilities.

Bench followed up his outstanding rookie campaign by hitting 26 homers, driving in 90 runs, scoring 83 times, batting .293, and posting an OPS of .840 in 1969, before leading the Reds to the pennant the following year by topping the senior circuit with 45 homers and 148 RBIs, ranking among the league leaders with 355 total bases and a .587 slugging percentage, batting .293, compiling an OPS of .932, and scoring 97 runs, with his fabulous performance earning him NL MVP and Sporting News MLB Player of the Year honors. Bench subsequently suffered through a subpar 1971 season, hitting 27 homers, but driving in only 61 runs and batting just .238. However, he rebounded in 1972 to begin an extremely productive four-year stretch during which he posted the following numbers:




	
YEAR


	
HR


	
RBI


	
RUNS


	
AVG


	
OBP


	
SLG


	
OPS





	
1972


	
40


	
125


	
87


	
.270


	
.379


	
.541


	
.920





	
1973


	
25


	
104


	
83


	
.253


	
.345


	
.429


	
.774





	
1974


	
33


	
129


	
108


	
.280


	
.363


	
.507


	
.870





	
1975


	
28


	
110


	
83


	
.283


	
.359


	
.519


	
.878






* Please note that any numbers printed in bold throughout this book indicate that the player led the league in that statistical category that year.

In addition to consistently ranking among the NL leaders in home runs, RBIs, and slugging percentage, Bench finished second in the league with 108 runs scored and 38 doubles in 1974. An NL All-Star and Gold Glove Award winner each season, Bench also earned four straight top-10 finishes in the league MVP voting, winning the award for a second time in 1972, when he led the Reds to the pennant despite spending part of the year playing with a growth on his lung that doctors discovered while conducting a routine physical examination during the latter stages of the campaign. Undergoing surgery the following offseason that required doctors to make a 12-inch incision under his right arm and break a rib, Bench had a lesion removed from his lung that proved to be benign. But Bench later said, “They cut the ribs, they cut the bones, they cut the nerves, and, so, I never was the same player afterwards.”

Nevertheless, Bench remained the finest all-around catcher in the game, separating himself from his fellow receivers with his tremendous offensive production and superior defensive skills. Big and strong at 6'1" and 200 pounds, the right-handed-hitting Bench possessed outstanding power to all fields, although he pulled almost all his homers to left. One of baseball’s most consistent RBI-men, Bench performed especially well in pressure situations, enabling him to knock in more than 100 runs a total of six times over the course of his career.

Meanwhile, in addition to his powerful throwing arm, Bench displayed exceptional quickness in the field, with Cubs manager Leo Durocher exclaiming after watching him tag out a Chicago runner on a high throw to the plate, “I still don’t believe it. I have never seen that play executed so precisely.”

Capable of holding seven baseballs in one of his huge hands, Bench used a hinged catcher’s mitt, rather than the prevalent circular “pillow” style, which made him more effective at fielding bunts and making plays at the plate. One of the first catchers to employ a one-handed catching style, Bench kept his right hand behind his back to protect it from foul tips.

Hampered by back problems in 1976, Bench finished the season with just 16 homers, 74 RBIs, and a .234 batting average, although he managed to post a respectable .348 on-base percentage by drawing 81 bases on balls. But, with the Reds capturing their second consecutive pennant, Bench redeemed himself during the postseason, batting .333 against Philadelphia in the NLCS, before earning World Series MVP honors by homering twice, driving in six runs, and batting .533, in leading his team to a four-game sweep of the Yankees in the Fall Classic.

Asked by a journalist to compare Yankee catcher Thurman Munson (who batted .529 in the Series) to Bench following Cincinnati’s win in Game 4, Reds manager Sparky Anderson ruffled a few feathers when he replied, “You don’t compare anyone to Johnny Bench. You don’t want to embarrass anybody.”

Bench had his last big year for the Reds in 1977, hitting 31 homers, knocking in 109 runs, and batting .275, before his body began to break down. Plagued by injuries in each of the next three seasons, Bench garnered as many as 500 plate appearances just once, limiting him to a total of only 69 home runs and 221 RBIs. A part-time player by 1981, Bench spent most of the next three seasons manning either first base or third, before announcing his retirement following the conclusion of the 1983 campaign with career totals of 389 homers, 1,376 RBIs, 1,091 runs scored, 2,048 hits, 381 doubles, 24 triples, and 68 stolen bases, a lifetime batting average of .267, an on-base percentage of .342, and a slugging percentage of .476.

Following his playing days, Bench spent several years broadcasting games on radio and television, while also cohosting with then-Dodgers manager Tommy Lasorda a syndicated TV show called The Baseball Bunch, which helped a group of boys and girls learn the finer points of the game. Bench also became a regular public speaker and, after participating in many celebrity golf tournaments during his playing career, joined the senior circuit once he turned 50 years old.

Inducted into the Reds Hall of Fame in 1986, Bench had his #5 retired by the club the same year. Some two decades later, the Reds honored Bench again by erecting a bronze statue of him outside Great American Ball Park that depicts him in full gear, throwing out a runner with his powerful right arm.

Named one of baseball’s four greatest living players prior to the 2015 MLB All-Star Game (along with Sandy Koufax and the now deceased Willie Mays and Hank Aaron), Bench, who currently resides in Florida with his two sons from his fourth marriage, has often been called the greatest catcher in the history of the game, with writer Roger Kahn saying on ESPN Classic’s SportsCentury tribute to him, “I remember I said to Red Smith, ‘I’ve seen Campy [Roy Campanella] and [Yogi] Berra; this fellow’s better than them.’ And Red said to me, ‘I’ve seen [Bill] Dickey and Mickey Cochrane, and this fellow is better than them also.’ Ergo, Johnny Bench is the best catcher who ever lived.”



Career Highlights


Best Season

Although Bench also performed brilliantly in 1972, 1974, and 1975, he compiled the best overall numbers of his career in his first MVP campaign of 1970, when he led the NL with 45 homers and 148 RBIs, finished second in the league with 355 total bases, batted .293, posted a slugging percentage of .587 and an OPS of .932, scored 97 runs, and collected 177 hits and 35 doubles.



Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances

Bench helped lead the Reds to a 7–2 win over the Phillies on June 2, 1970, by homering twice, knocking in four runs, and scoring three times.

Bench led the Reds to a 12–5 win over the Cardinals on July 26, 1970, by going 4-for-5 with three home runs and seven RBIs, hitting all his homers off Steve Carlton.

Bench experienced one of his most memorable moments in Game 5 of the 1972 NLCS, when, with the series tied at two games apiece and the Reds trailing Pittsburgh by a score of 3–2 and facing elimination heading into the bottom of the ninth inning, he led off the frame with an opposite field home run off Pirates relief ace Dave Giusti. Following two singles and a pair of flyball outs, the Reds advanced to the World Series when Bob Moose threw a wild pitch while facing pinch-hitter Hal McRae.

Bench continued to be a thorn in the side of Steve Carlton on May 9, 1973, once again homering three times and driving in seven runs against him during a 9–7 win over the Phillies.

Bench contributed to a 12–2 victory over the Braves on July 27, 1973, by hitting a pair of homers and knocking in six runs.

Bench led the Reds to a 10–3 win over the Montreal Expos on August 31, 1974, by driving in seven runs with a homer and double, delivering the game’s big blow in the bottom of the sixth inning, when he reached the seats with the bases loaded.

Bench proved to be the difference in a 6–2 win over the Braves on September 12, 1974, knocking in all six runs with a pair of homers, the second of which came with the bases loaded.

Bench contributed to an 11–3 rout of the Cubs on June 14, 1975, by going 5-for-5 with two doubles, a walk, one RBI, and two runs scored.

Bench earned 1976 World Series MVP honors by batting .533 (8-for-15) with two homers, a triple, a double, six RBIs, four runs scored, and an OPS of 1.667 during the Reds’ four-game sweep of the Yankees. Particularly outstanding in the Game 4 clincher, Bench led the Reds to a 7–2 win by homering twice and knocking in five runs, with his three-run blast off reliever Dick Tidrow in the top of the ninth inning sealing the victory.

Bench provided most of the offensive firepower during a 5–3 win over the Padres on May 29, 1980, knocking in four runs with three homers off Randy Jones.



Notable Achievements


	Hit more than 20 home runs 11 times, surpassing 30 homers four times and 40 homers twice.

	Knocked in more than 100 runs six times, topping 120 RBIs on three occasions.

	Scored more than 100 runs once.

	Posted slugging percentage over .500 five times.

	Posted OPS over .900 twice.

	Topped 30 doubles five times.

	Drew 100 bases on balls once.

	Hit three home runs in one game three times (vs. Cardinals on July 26, 1970, vs. Phillies on May 9, 1973, and vs. Padres on May 29, 1980).

	Led NL in home runs twice, RBIs three times, total bases once, intentional bases on balls once, and sacrifice flies three times.

	Finished second in NL in home runs once, RBIs once, runs scored once, doubles once, and total bases once.

	Led NL catchers in putouts twice, assists once, double plays turned once, fielding percentage once, and caught stealing percentage three times.

	Holds Reds career records for most home runs (389), RBIs (1,376), and sacrifice flies (90).

	Ranks among Reds career leaders in runs scored (5th), doubles (5th), hits (6th), extra-base hits (3rd), total bases (3rd), bases on balls (5th), intentional bases on balls (2nd), games played (4th), plate appearances (5th), and at-bats (5th).

	Six-time division champion (1970, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1976, and 1979).

	Four-time NL champion (1970, 1972, 1975, and 1976).

	
Two-time world champion (1975 and 1976).

	Three-time NL Player of the Week.

	10-time Gold Glove Award winner (1968, 1969, 1970, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, and 1977).

	1968 NL Rookie of the Year.

	1970 Sporting News Major League Player of the Year.

	1975 Lou Gehrig Memorial Award winner.

	1976 World Series MVP.

	Two-time Reds team MVP (1970 and 1972).

	Two-time NL MVP (1970 and 1972).

	Finished in top five of NL MVP voting two other times (1974 and 1975).

	14-time NL All-Star selection (1968, 1969, 1970, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1979, 1980, and 1983).

	Seven-time Sporting News NL All-Star selection (1968, 1969, 1970, 1972, 1973, 1974, and 1975).

	Member of Major League Baseball’s All-Century Team.

	Number 16 on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of Baseball’s 100 Greatest Players.

	Elected to Baseball Hall of Fame by members of BBWAA in 1989.

	#5 retired by Reds.
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Frank Robinson

Identified by former Baltimore Orioles teammate Jim Palmer as “the best player I ever saw,” Frank Robinson established himself as one of the greatest players in the history of the game over the course of a 21-year major-league career that included stints with five different teams. A member of the Reds from 1956 to 1965, Robinson had many of his finest seasons in Cincinnati, earning six All-Star nominations, one NL MVP award, and five other top-10 finishes in the balloting by surpassing 30 homers seven times, 100 runs scored six times, and 100 RBIs four times, while also batting over .300 on five separate occasions. Continuing to perform at an elite level after leaving the Queen City, Robinson earned six more All-Star selections and his second MVP trophy, becoming in the process the only player in MLB history to win the award in both leagues. An exceptional leader of men, Robinson served as one of the central figures on teams that won five pennants and two world championships, with his total body of work earning him a number 22 ranking on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of Baseball’s 100 Greatest Players and gaining him induction into the Baseball Hall of Fame the first time his name appeared on the ballot. Yet, despite his extraordinary list of accomplishments, which also includes being baseball’s first Black manager, Robinson remains one of the most overlooked truly great players in the history of the game, as Mike Schmidt, who grew up in the Cincinnati area rooting for the Reds, suggested when he said, “Of all the players who have ever played this game, Frank Robinson may well be the most underrated.”

Born in Beaumont, Texas, on August 31, 1935, Frank Robinson grew up in what was essentially a single-parent household after his father deserted the family during his infancy. Looking back on his childhood, Robinson told Sports Illustrated, “I never really knew my own father. But it didn’t bother me. My mother, my brothers, and sisters . . . I was always right in the middle of a bunch of bigger boys, and they’d rough me up and give me information. They were always keeping my feet on the ground, making me see the outlook from other sides.”

[image: ]
Frank Robinson earned NL MVP honors in 1961, when he led the Reds to their first pennant in 21 years.


Courtesy of RMYAuctions.com

The youngest of 10 children, Robinson moved at the age of four with his two half-brothers and mother, whose previous two marriages produced her nine other offspring, to California, where the family eventually settled in the Oakland area. Developing a love for sports at an early age, Robinson spent virtually every spare moment of his childhood playing baseball, football, or basketball, joining an American Legion team shortly after he celebrated his 14th birthday. Later emerging as a star athlete at McClymonds High School, Robinson excelled in both baseball and basketball, serving as a teammate of future NBA Hall of Famer Bill Russell on the hardwood.

Offered a contract by Cincinnati super-scout Bobby Mattick immediately upon his graduation from McClymonds High in 1953, Robinson signed with the Reds for $3,500, after which he began his pro career at Class C Ogden (Utah). Robinson subsequently spent the next three seasons in the minors, performing extremely well on the field even though he experienced a considerable amount of racism in his two years with Columbia of the South Atlantic League. Often persecuted by fans in the circuit’s southern-based states, Robinson grew so upset one afternoon that he considered going after one spectator in the stands with a baseball bat. Promoted to the parent club in 1956, Robinson arrived in Cincinnati, in his own words, “quiet and withdrawn,” both afraid and unwilling to associate with his teammates.

Expressing himself on the playing field instead after laying claim to the starting left field job, Robinson earned a seventh-place finish in the NL MVP voting and both NL All-Star and Rookie of the Year honors by batting .290, driving in 83 runs, leading the league with 122 runs scored, and finishing second in the circuit with 38 homers and an OPS of .936, with his 38 round-trippers tying the mark previously set by Boston’s Wally Berger in 1930 for the most home runs by a first-year player. Posting excellent numbers again in 1957, Robinson garnered All-Star recognition and another top-10 finish in the NL MVP voting by hitting 29 homers, knocking in 75 runs, scoring 97 times, compiling an OPS of .905, and finishing third in the league with a .322 batting average and 197 hits. Plagued by an arm injury in 1958 that forced him to spend much of the next two seasons at first base, Robinson batted just .269. But he still managed to hit 31 homers, drive in 83 runs, score 90 times, and earn his lone Gold Glove nomination for his outstanding play in the outfield, before beginning an exceptional four-year run during which he posted the following numbers:




	
YEAR


	
HR


	
RBIs


	
RUNS


	
HITS


	
AVG


	
OBP


	
SLG


	
OPS





	
1959


	
36


	
125


	
106


	
168


	
.311


	
.391


	
.583


	
.975





	
1960


	
31


	
83


	
86


	
138


	
.297


	
.407


	
.595


	
1.002





	
1961


	
37


	
124


	
117


	
176


	
.323


	
.404


	
.611


	
1.015





	
1962


	
39


	
136


	
134


	
208


	
.342


	
.421


	
.624


	
1.045






In addition to leading the NL in both slugging percentage and OPS in each of the last three seasons, Robinson consistently placed near the top of the league rankings in batting average, on-base percentage, home runs, RBIs, runs scored, total bases, and doubles, with his league-leading 51 two-baggers in 1962 setting a single-season franchise record that still stands. An NL All-Star in three of those four seasons, Robinson also earned three top-10 finishes in the league MVP voting, winning the award in 1961, when he led the Reds to their first pennant in 21 years after being moved to right field, which remained his primary position for the rest of his career.

Quick-wristed and deceptively strong, the right-handed-hitting Robinson, who stood 6'1" and weighed 185 pounds, drove the ball with power to all fields. A fearless hitter, Robinson dared opposing pitchers to throw inside to him by standing extremely close to home plate and leaning forward in the batter’s box. Explaining the attitude he took with him to the plate, Robinson said, “Pitchers did me a favor when they knocked me down. It made me more determined. I wouldn’t let that pitcher get me out. They say you can’t hit if you’re on your back, but I didn’t hit on my back. I got up.”

An excellent baserunner, Robinson, who swiped more than 20 bags three times, also employed a hard-nosed style on the basepaths, testing the courage of opposing infielders by sliding hard into each base and going into second harder than perhaps any other player in baseball when breaking up the double play. Describing the philosophy that he used while running the bases, Robinson stated, “The baselines belong to the runner, and whenever I was running the bases, I always slid hard. I wanted infielders to have that instant’s hesitation about coming across the bag at second, or about standing in there awaiting a throw to make a tag. There are only 27 outs in a ballgame, and it was my job to save one for my team every time I possibly could.”

Robinson’s aggressive style of play led to one of the more memorable brawls in baseball history, when, during the first game of a doubleheader sweep of the Braves on August 15, 1960, he slid hard into third base while attempting to stretch a double into a triple, prompting Milwaukee third sacker Eddie Mathews to deliver several blows to his forehead that blackened both his eyes. Though bruised and battered, Robinson returned in game two to lead the Reds to a 4–0 victory by homering, doubling, and robbing Mathews of an extra-base hit, earning in the process the respect and admiration of his assailant, who said in the next day’s newspaper, “That’s the way to get even.”

Although quiet and reserved when he first arrived in Cincinnati, Robinson eventually started to display his strong personality and tremendous leadership ability as he grew more comfortable in his new surroundings. Robinson also began to address the subject of civil rights, causing him to receive a series of death threats during the early 1960s. In response, Robinson took to carrying around a gun in self-defense, which resulted in him being arrested at one point during the 1961 campaign after he displayed his weapon to an abusive restaurant employee who refused to serve him.

Following a subpar 1963 campaign in which he hit 21 homers, knocked in 91 runs, scored only 79 times, and batted just .259, Robinson posted excellent numbers in each of the next two seasons. After earning a fourth-place finish in the NL MVP voting in 1964 by hitting 29 homers, driving in 96 runs, stealing 23 bases, batting .306, and ranking among the league leaders with 103 runs scored, 38 doubles, and an OPS of .943, Robinson batted .296 and placed near the top of the league rankings with 33 homers, 113 RBIs, 109 runs scored, and an OPS of .925 the following year. Nevertheless, Reds GM Bill DeWitt, having grown weary of interacting with someone so controversial and outspoken, completed a trade with the Orioles on December 9, 1965, that sent the 30-year-old Robinson to Baltimore for outfielder Dick Simpson and pitchers Milt Pappas and Jack Baldschun, in what turned out to be one of the most lopsided deals in baseball history.

With DeWitt attempting to explain the trading of his team’s best player by describing him as “a fading talent increasingly hobbled by leg injuries” and calling him “an old 30,” Robinson later said, “My mind went blank when the trade was announced. But when I thought about it, I changed my thinking. . . . I did not feel I had anything to prove, yet I wanted to prove to Bill DeWitt that I was not done at age 30.”

Leaving no doubt as to his ability to still compete at an extremely high level, Robinson, who, in his 10 years with the Reds, hit 324 homers, knocked in 1,009 runs, scored 1,043 times, collected 1,673 hits, 318 doubles, and 50 triples, stole 161 bases, batted .303, compiled a .389 on-base percentage, and set franchise records for highest slugging percentage (.554) and OPS (.943), led the Orioles to the world championship his first year in Baltimore by topping the junior circuit in nine different offensive categories, including homers (49), RBIs (122), runs scored (122), batting average (.316), and OPS (1.047), with his fabulous performance earning him AL MVP honors.

In discussing the impact that Robinson made in his first year with his new team, Orioles pitcher Dave McNally later told John Eisenberg of the Baltimore Sun, “As good as Frank was, it was how hard he played that really made an impact. . . . The intensity the man had was just incredible.”

Injured for parts of the next two seasons, Robinson failed to perform at the same lofty level, although he still managed to earn All-Star honors in 1967 by batting .311, hitting 30 homers, and driving in 94 runs, in only 129 games. Robinson subsequently helped lead the Orioles to three straight pennants and their second world championship by averaging 28 homers and 92 RBIs from 1969 to 1971, while posting batting averages of .308, .306, and .281. Along the way, Robinson gained a measure of revenge against his former team by homering twice and knocking in four runs during Baltimore’s five-game victory over the Reds in the 1970 World Series.

With the 36-year-old Robinson finally beginning to show signs of slowing down, the Orioles included him in a six-player trade they completed with the Dodgers following the conclusion of the 1971 campaign. Robinson subsequently split the next five seasons between the Dodgers, Angels, and Indians, spending his last two years in Cleveland assuming the role of player-manager, before retiring as an active player at the end of 1976.

Over the course of his career, Robinson hit 586 homers, knocked in 1,812 runs, scored 1,829 times, collected 2,943 hits, 528 doubles, and 72 triples, stole 204 bases, batted .294, compiled a .389 on-base percentage, and posted a .537 slugging percentage, with his 586 round-trippers representing the fourth-highest total in the history of the game at the time of his retirement (he has since slipped to 10th). A 12-time All-Star, Robinson also earned three Sporting News All-Star nominations and six top-five finishes in the MVP voting, winning the award twice.

Relieved of his managerial duties in Cleveland after the Indians got off to a slow start in 1977, Robinson spent most of the next three decades either coaching or managing in the major leagues, serving at various times as skipper of the Giants, Orioles, and Montreal Expos/Washington Nationals, or serving as MLB’s director of discipline. Eventually named honorary president of the American League, Robinson continued to hold that post until February 7, 2019, when he died of bone cancer in Los Angeles at the age of 83.

Upon learning of his passing, Reds CEO Bob Castellini issued a statement that read: “Frank Robinson is considered one of the greatest players to ever wear a Cincinnati Reds uniform. His talent and success brought dynamic change to the Reds and to our city. His retired Number 20 and statue gracing the gates of Great American Ball Park stand in tribute and appreciation for the immense contribution Frank made to the Reds. We offer our deepest condolences to Frank’s family, friends, and fans.”

Former Baltimore Orioles teammate Brooks Robinson also paid tribute to his longtime friend by saying, “Today is a very sad day because I lost not only my teammate, but also a very dear friend. I loved Frank and got to know him so much better after we both retired. I spoke to him a few days ago, and he sounded good. He wanted to be home. I let him know that Connie and I were pulling for him, and that he, [wife] Barbara, and [daughter] Nichelle were in our prayers.”

Robinson added, “As a player, I put Frank in a class with Willie Mays, Hank Aaron, and Mickey Mantle. He was the best player I ever played with. When he came here in 1966, he put us over the top. He was a great man, and he will be deeply missed.”

Some years earlier, Maury Wills, who competed against Robinson as a member of the Dodgers, commented, “Although he was often overlooked in favor of Willie Mays, Hank Aaron, and Roberto Clemente, Frank Robinson could do everything any one of them could do . . . and some things better.”


Reds Career Highlights


Best Season

It would be difficult to argue with anyone who suggested that Robinson played his best ball for the Reds during the pennant-winning campaign of 1961, when he earned NL MVP honors by ranking among the league leaders with 37 homers, 124 RBIs, 117 runs scored, a .323 batting average, a .404 on-base percentage, 176 hits, 32 doubles, 333 total bases, and 22 stolen bases, while topping the circuit with a .611 slugging percentage and an OPS of 1.015. Nevertheless, Robinson posted even better numbers the following year, when he earned a fourth-place finish in the MVP balloting by leading the NL with a .421 on-base percentage, a .624 slugging percentage, an OPS of 1.045, 134 runs scored, and 51 doubles, finishing second in the league with a .342 batting average, 208 hits, and 380 total bases, and placing third in the circuit with 39 homers and 136 RBIs.



Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances

Robinson gave the Reds a 5–4 win over the Cardinals on April 30, 1958, when he led off the bottom of the 10th inning with his second solo homer of the game.

Robinson provided further heroics on July 23, 1958, when his two-run homer in the bottom of the 10th inning gave the Reds a 6–5 victory over the Cubs.

Robinson hit for the cycle during a lopsided 16–4 victory over the Dodgers on May 2, 1959, going 4-for-5 with a walk, five RBIs, and two runs scored.

Robinson again feasted on Dodger pitching on July 13, 1959, going 4-for-5 with two homers, a double, three RBIs, and four runs scored during a 13–5 Reds win.

Robinson helped lead the Reds to a 15–13 win over the Phillies on August 14, 1959, by going 5-for-6 with a homer, double, four RBIs, and three runs scored.

Robinson had a huge day at the plate against the Cardinals on August 22, 1959, hitting three homers and knocking in six runs during an 11–4 Reds win.

Robinson led the Reds to a 14–3 rout of the Dodgers on July 9, 1961, by going 4-for-4 with two homers, a double, a walk, seven RBIs, and three runs scored.

Robinson gave the Reds a dramatic 7–3 victory over the Dodgers on August 20, 1962, when he homered with the bases loaded with two men out in the bottom of the 10th inning.

Robinson led an assault on Houston pitching on May 9, 1963, going 5-for-5 with two homers, a double, seven RBIs, and three runs scored during a 13–3 Reds win.

Robinson contributed to a 13–6 win over the Mets on September 14, 1965, by knocking in five runs with a double and a pair of homers, walking once, and scoring three times.



Notable Achievements


	Hit more than 30 home runs seven times.

	Knocked in more than 100 runs four times, topping 120 RBIs on three occasions.

	Scored more than 100 runs six times, surpassing 120 runs scored twice.

	Batted over .300 five times, topping the .320 mark on three occasions.

	Compiled on-base percentage over .400 three times.

	Posted slugging percentage over .500 nine times, topping the .600 mark twice.

	Posted OPS over 1.000 three times, topping the .900 mark five other times.

	Amassed more than 200 hits once.

	Topped 30 doubles six times, collecting more than 50 two-baggers once.

	Stole more than 20 bases three times.

	Hit three home runs in one game vs. Cardinals on August 22, 1959.

	Hit for the cycle vs. Dodgers on May 2, 1959.

	Led NL in runs scored twice, doubles once, extra-base hits once, on-base percentage once, slugging percentage three times, OPS three times, intentional bases on balls four times, and sacrifice flies once.

	Finished second in NL in home runs once, RBIs three times, runs scored once, batting average once, on-base percentage four times, OPS once, hits once, total bases once, and bases on balls once.

	Led NL left fielders in putouts twice and fielding percentage once.

	Led NL right fielders in fielding percentage twice.

	Ranks 10th in MLB history with 586 home runs.

	Holds share of Reds single-season record for most doubles (51 in 1962).

	Holds Reds career records for highest slugging percentage (.554) and highest OPS (.943).

	Ranks among Reds career leaders in home runs (3rd), RBIs (6th), runs scored (6th), on-base percentage (5th), doubles (8th), hits (11th), extra-base hits (5th), total bases (8th), bases on balls (9th), sacrifice flies (8th), games played (10th), plate appearances (10th), and at-bats (10th).

	1961 NL champion.

	Two-time NL Player of the Month.

	1958 Gold Glove Award winner.

	1956 NL Rookie of the Year.

	Only player in MLB history to win MVP award in both leagues.

	Four-time Reds team MVP (1959, 1961, 1962, and 1964).

	1961 NL MVP.

	Finished in top 10 of NL MVP voting five other times, placing in top five twice.

	Six-time NL All-Star selection (1956, 1957, 1959, 1961, 1962, and 1965).

	Two-time Sporting News NL All-Star selection (1961 and 1962).

	Number 22 on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of Baseball’s 100 Greatest Players.

	Elected to Baseball Hall of Fame by members of BBWAA in 1982.

	#20 retired by Reds.
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Pete Rose

Major League Baseball’s all-time hit king, Pete Rose spent 19 of his 24 big-league seasons in Cincinnati, amassing a total of 3,358 safeties that places him first in team annals by a wide margin. Rose, who also holds franchise records for most runs scored, extra-base hits, doubles, total bases, games played, plate appearances, and official at-bats, batted over .300 14 times, scored more than 100 runs 10 times, and surpassed 200 hits on nine separate occasions as a member of the Reds, earning in the process 13 All-Star nominations, one NL MVP award, and eight other top-10 finishes in the balloting. A three-time NL batting champion, Rose also performed well in the field for the Reds at six different positions, with his superior all-around play making him a huge contributor to teams that won five division titles, four pennants, and two World Series. Yet even though Rose’s vast list of accomplishments earned him a berth on MLB’s All-Century Team and a prominent place on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of Baseball’s 100 Greatest Players, the sins he committed while managing the Reds during his second tour of duty with the club have left him on the outside looking in when it comes to enshrinement at Cooperstown.

Born in Cincinnati, Ohio, on April 14, 1941, Peter Edward Rose grew up in the city’s Anderson Ferry section, just 10 minutes from Crosley Field. Acquiring his fierce competitive spirit from his father, a semipro athlete who boxed and played baseball, softball, and football well into his 40s, Rose eventually emerged as a standout athlete himself at Western Hills High School, where he excelled in baseball and football. However, with Rose failing to display a similar aptitude in the classroom, he had to repeat the ninth grade, making him ineligible to compete on the diamond for Western Hills his senior year. Choosing instead to play in a semipro league, Rose attracted the attention of Reds scout Buddy Bloebaum, who signed him to a contract the day he graduated from high school in 1960, with Rose recalling, “I don’t remember ever wanting to be anything but a professional athlete, and it’s a good thing I became one because I never prepared for anything else.”

[image: ]
Pete Rose amassed more hits during his career than any other player in MLB history.


Originally a second baseman, Rose spent three seasons manning that post at three different levels of the Reds’ farm system, batting .277 for Class D Geneva in 1960, .331 for Class D Tampa in 1961, and .330 for Class A Macon in 1962, before joining the parent club prior to the start of the 1963 campaign. But the cocky 22-year-old rookie initially received a cool reception from most of his teammates, who preferred that the popular Don Blasingame remain the team’s starting second sacker.

Remembering that only Frank Robinson and Vada Pinson welcomed him with open arms, Rose later told Sports Illustrated, “It was different with me because, to be honest with you, I was called in the Reds’ office during that year, and I was told I was hanging around with the African American players too much. I hung out with them because Frank Robinson and Vada Pinson treated me like I was one of the guys. You have to understand that the Reds won the pennant in 1961 and came close in 1962 and had a second baseman named Don Blasingame who had a great year. In ’63, they thought they could win it again, but the manager [Fred Hutchinson] sticks this brash kid named me in there, but most of the team thought Blasingame should be the second baseman.”

Eventually winning over his teammates with his strong all-around play, Rose earned NL Rookie of the Year honors by batting .273, scoring 101 runs, collecting 170 hits, and finishing second among players at his position with 360 putouts. Yet, when asked what he remembered most about his first big-league season, Rose mentioned his entrance into the US Army, saying, “I went to Fort Knox to do my basic training in the offseason, and as a result, I only hit .269 the next year. After that, I went to Venezuela to go hone my skills. I went down there for the winter after the ’64 season and really learned how to hit. I think I hit over .300 for 10 or 12 seasons after that. We just worked. We went to the ballpark every day. That was growing up for me. There weren’t many 19, 20, or 21-year-old kids that were dominating the big leagues back in those days, but when I came back, I was full of confidence, and I started getting 200 hits a year.”

After batting just .269 and scoring only 64 runs in 1964, Rose posted the following numbers over the course of the next 10 seasons:




	
YEAR


	
HR


	
RBI


	
RUNS


	
HITS


	
AVG


	
SLG


	
OBP


	
OPS





	
1965


	
11


	
81


	
117


	
209


	
.312


	
.382


	
.446


	
.828





	
1966


	
16


	
70


	
97


	
205


	
.313


	
.351


	
.460


	
.811





	
1967


	
12


	
76


	
86


	
176


	
.301


	
.364


	
.444


	
.808





	
1968


	
10


	
49


	
94


	
210


	
.335


	
.391


	
.470


	
.861





	
1969


	
16


	
82


	
120


	
218


	
.348


	
.428


	
.512


	
.940





	
1970


	
15


	
52


	
120


	
205


	
.316


	
.385


	
.470


	
.855





	
1971


	
13


	
44


	
86


	
192


	
.304


	
.373


	
.421


	
.793





	
1972


	
6


	
57


	
107


	
198


	
.307


	
.382


	
.417


	
.799





	
1973


	
5


	
64


	
115


	
230


	
.338


	
.401


	
.437


	
.838





	
1974


	
3


	
51


	
110


	
185


	
.284


	
.385


	
.388


	
.773






Consistently placing near the top of the league rankings in batting average, hits, and runs scored, Rose led the NL in each of those categories multiple times, while also annually ranking among the leaders in doubles, triples, and total bases. Displaying his versatility in the field as well, Rose manned second base in 1965 and 1966, before moving to the outfield in 1967 to make room at second for the slick-fielding Tommy Helms. Rose subsequently spent most of the next eight seasons shuttling back and forth between both corner outfield positions, although he also saw some action in center. Performing well at all three posts, Rose earned Gold Glove honors in 1969 and 1970 by committing a total of only five errors, while also collecting 18 outfield assists. An All-Star in eight of those 10 seasons, Rose also earned seven top-10 finishes in the NL MVP voting, winning the award in 1973, and placing second in the balloting to Bob Gibson in 1968.

The switch-hitting Rose, who stood 5'11" and weighed close to 200 pounds, employed a short, compact swing from both sides of the plate that made him extremely difficult to strike out. Rarely swinging for the fences, Rose never hit more than 16 homers in any single season. But he had enough power to accumulate at least 40 doubles seven times and surpass 10 homers on eight separate occasions. And with Rose hitting mostly out of the leadoff spot in the batting order, he served as the Reds’ offensive catalyst, infusing the team with his boundless energy and constant hustle that earned him the nickname “Charlie Hustle.”

Known for his aggressive style of play and win-at-all-cost mentality, Rose squeezed more production out of his somewhat limited natural ability than perhaps anyone else who ever played the game. Blessed with neither outstanding running speed, superior power at the plate, nor a powerful throwing arm in the field, Rose once admitted, “I didn’t get to the majors on God-given ability. I got there on hustle, and I have had to hustle to stay. That’s the only way I know how to play the game.”


OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents







			Cover



			Copyright



			Contents



			Acknowledgments



			1 Johnny Bench



			2 Frank Robinson



			3 Pete Rose



			4 Joe Morgan



			5 Barry Larkin



			6 Joey Votto



			7 Tony Pérez



			8 Vada Pinson



			9 Edd Roush



			10 Eric Davis



			11 Ted Kluszewski



			12 George Foster



			13 Bucky Walters



			14 Eppa Rixey



			15 Ernie Lombardi



			16 Frank McCormick



			17 Dave Concepción



			18 Brandon Phillips



			19 Gus Bell



			20 Ken Griffey Sr.



			21 Dave Parker



			22 Jake Beckley



			23 Paul Derringer



			24 Sean Casey



			25 Adam Dunn



			26 Jim Maloney



			27 Don Gullett



			28 José Rijo



			29 Ken Griffey Jr.



			30 John Franco



			31 Tom Seaver



			32 Aroldis Chapman



			33 Heinie Groh



			34 Johnny Temple



			35 Noodles Hahn



			36 Cy Seymour



			37 Lee May



			38 Pete Donohue



			39 Bobby Tolan



			40 Johnny Cueto



			41 Johnny Vander Meer



			42 Wally Post



			43 Dolf Luque



			44 Bob Bescher



			45 Ival Goodman



			46 Jake Daubert



			47 Chris Sabo



			48 Gary Nolan



			49 Leo Cárdenas



			50 Mario Soto



			Summary and Honorable Mentions



			GLOSSARY



			Epigraph













Guide







			Cover



			CONTENTS



			Chapter 1











OEBPS/Images/LYONSpress_LOGO.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
THE

5 GREATEST
PLAYERS

CINCINNATI REDS

HISTORY





OEBPS/Images/ht.jpg
THE

5 GREATEST
PLAYERS

CINCINNATI REDS

HISTORY





OEBPS/Images/JOHNNY_BENCH.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Infinity_symbol_TM.jpg





OEBPS/Images/PETE_ROSE_REDS_TEAM.jpg





OEBPS/Images/FRANK_ROBINSON_REDS.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
— THE —

all

GREATEST g%

I LIA\ '(E_IR'\S / =
;)‘ - E
:‘, “,' % 9
. — Y. ™
A N
/"\ — 4 o, AN S

HISTORY

ROBERT W. COHENS





