



[image: image]









[image: image]







Copyright © Will Carroll 2022
Foreword © Peter Gammons 2022


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Cover design by David Ter-Avanesyan


Cover images: baseball background by Getty Images; math overlay by Shutterstock


ISBN: 978-1-5107-6897-0


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-6898-7


Printed in the United States of America






FOREWORD BY PETER GAMMONS


I don’t remember when I became aware of Will Carroll. He said I mentioned him on the Tony Kornheiser Show on ESPN Radio around 2002, which was before he began writing for Baseball Prospectus. Anyone who has ever covered sports understands that injuries and all health issues have been a major part of the individual and team performances that the media and fans care about, and when we hear casual mention of oblique pulls, ulnar neuritis, or slap tears, we liberal arts majors have no idea of the long-term ramifications of those injuries, or, as is often the case, what part of the anatomy is impacted.


So, whenever I first read “Under The Knife,” Carroll’s column about baseball injuries, I always seemed to learn something from it.


We are all prisoners of the mysteries, as teams from Major League Baseball to the National Football League to Southeastern Conference Football refuse to discuss or even acknowledge injuries. Some of it is that most managers and coaches believe there is an advantage in opposing teams not knowing the extent of individual injuries. There certainly was a strategy and element of surprise in the first game of the World Series when Kirk Gibson hobbled out of the Dodger dugout to bat against Dennis Eckersley, and thirty-three years later up the California Coast the Dodgers had given mixed signals about whether or not Max Scherzer could come out of the bullpen to try to finish off the deciding game of the National League Division Series. The bullpen gate opened, and Scherzer came out as if he were auditioning for the Running of the Bulls and finished the bottom of the 9th inning.


We see players leave games, and teams often issue updates referring to “upper body” or “lower body” injuries, with general timeframes for whatever the injury must entail. Then when my eyes and mind were opened to Carroll, two things immediately came to mind: Will understands medical science, orthopedics, osteoporosis, and how injuries apply to what a Ted Williams or Joey Votto understands is the supply line connection from the foot though the hips and core to the fingertips in hitting a baseball, or everything involved in the kinetic chain in throwing a baseball.


In other words, he is a man who has studied, listened, and learned a complex field. But equally as important, Carroll is a journalist who is not only an excellent reporter, but for the two decades he has been my guide, he has built a combination of respect for his work and trust from the doctors, trainers, and rehabilitation specialists and doctors to avoid general speculation and know what the athlete is doing to address the injury. For instance, in the 2021 NLDS between the Giants and Dodgers, there was speculation that injured Giants first baseman Brandon Belt might make a dramatic Kirk Gibson appearance at some critical point in the series.


Carroll wrote Belt “continues to do some baseball activities, like fielding grounders in front of everybody…that’s not the issue for Belt. Holding a bat, now that’s an issue, and we still haven’t seen him do it.” With the win-or-go-home game down to its final out and Scherzer due to pitch to Wilmer Flores—who had never had a hit against Scherzer—we knew from Carroll that there was no Kirk Gibson alternative, or drama.


When a Noah Syndegaard or Carlos Carrasco is rehabbing, Carroll has the contacts to present the stage and the predictable timetable for their returns. During the 2021 season, when the rehabs of Chris Sale, Jacob deGrom, and Yu Darvish were significant factors, not only was Carroll’s information detailed and accurate, but for the rest of us still wondering the whys and whynots, he translated.


Coming from one whose first full season covering Major League Baseball for the Boston Globe was 1972, and hence covered the first labor strike four weeks into my first spring training in scenic Winter Haven, Florida, Carroll’s work over two decades has been a resource, if not a kind of sourcebook because of his scholarship, his contacts, and the trust he has earned in getting information. The Science of Baseball involves science that fascinates us all—why curveballs break, why grips and fingers determine fastball movement. About fifteen years ago Manny Ramirez was describing why he felt out of sync when he swung and was in a slump, and when I asked, “Are you trying to refigure the connection of your left foot to the fingertips on your right hand?” he replied, “Exactly,” and Carroll can explain that.


We hear about the technology that is so prevalent in baseball, in pitch design and tracking, in the Rapsodo and Edgertronic technology as well as the video used to allow application of the appropriate biomechanics to individual bodies to create the most efficient athletic movement. Carroll allows us to understand the physics, technology, and biomechanics that go into why Max Fried is so successful a pitcher, why Walker Buehler could have Tommy John Surgery and then embark on a brilliant career, and how Juan Soto’s eyesight and inherent tracking system lets him know what pitch is being thrown as it is released.


There was a time when players and coaches liked to simplify hitting down to “see the ball, hit the ball.” But it never was simple. Don Mattingly has always said, “Ted Williams and Barry Bonds saw things no one else could see.” That is fascinating. So is watching elite hitters two hours before a game taking batting practice with a small camera or even a phone camera attached to the netting of the home plate cage, and how a meticulous hitting student like J.D. Martinez may feel something in his swing is awry, takes the camera in, and studies the video in the indoor cages.


When I first pulled into Winter Haven, Florida, in March 1972, as someone three years and a month into my tenure at the Boston Globe to begin my professional life, it was a glorious day, even if it brought me to the shore of Lake Lulu. The culture, demographics, revenue, media, and venues that once seemed fresh now seem primitive.


A wonderful baseball player and lifer named Jim Fregosi gave this advice to a young scout thirty years after that: “If you don’t love the game of baseball and love players, find another profession first thing in the morning.” That is the basis of why people like Will Carroll and I go to the park hoping to learn two things we did not know.


But one of the joys of watching baseball evolve is that now we better understand why things happen.


When I was a small child, my parents took me to the movies to see It Happens Every Spring, a film about a college professor and a baseball hit through a window into his lab that got soaked in some fictional fluid which made the ball allergic to wood and led the professor to take up pitching, utilizing the chemical to throw balls wood bats repelled and pitching the St. Louis Browns into the World Series. As kids, we fantasized about doing the same thing. Today, of course, this would be a Spider Tack violation complete with fines and suspensions.


It Happens Every Spring was about the fantasy of baseball, produced and filmed in Hollywood. Twenty years later, Ted Williams’s The Science of Hitting was published, and myth began morphing into science. Years later, Harvey Dorfman’s The Mental Game of Baseball was published, and the humanity and psychology involved with the game began to be understood to the point today when mental skills coaches are in the sport’s grains.


Now we have The Science of Baseball, which presents important findings regarding the evolution of what actually makes the game of baseball work, and helps highlight how Will Carroll continues to expand our understanding of and fascination for baseball.











This one’s for my dad.


“Wanna have a catch?”


– Ray Kinsella












INTRODUCTION


Baseball is a game of comparisons. Old timers love to tell stories and scouts speak in similars, where this guy reminds them of that guy, where this pitcher could be as good as that pitcher. By writing a book with the title, The Science of Baseball, I know I’m tempting the Baseball Gods, shelved somewhere between Ted Williams’s The Science of Hitting and Robert Adair’s The Physics of Baseball. I know I’ll end up like one of those players drafted ahead of Mike Trout, but a couple of them made the big leagues. You might not remember their names, but those names are written in the indelible ink of the chosen few that have played in the big leagues. That’s pretty good and for me, writing this and you taking your valuable time to read it is as close to the bigs as I’ll get.


No writer (and every writer) approaches a book project hoping to write a classic, but my hope is that in the modern, changing game of baseball, we can still learn to look at the game differently, smarter, and with an eye to making everything better because we understand it more completely. We have that chance in this era more than any before, simply because our technology and our ability to see and understand what is happening is clearer than any time before. If there’s any one thing about the game of baseball that I would change, it’s that it doesn’t change. Whether it’s the hidebound traditionalists, or the committee-strewn road to some sort of false consensus, a race between baseball as a sport and a glacier is even odds.


Look at a pitch in 2022 and you’ll get all sorts of information, from velocity to break, from location to type. It will be categorized by three systems at once, all working both in concert and against each other. A pitch from not so long ago, say a fastball from Nolan Ryan in one of his no-hitters, and we have almost none of that information. Velocity was a myth for the greater part of the history of baseball, with radar guns rare at the start of Ryan’s career and ubiquitous by the end.


This of course will change, as will all things. Putting something in ink is an act of hubris, knowing that from the moment of print, things will change as surely as the seasons. This will be science and technology as exists now, though I do have a chapter that predicts where this will go in both the short and long term. When I look back at some of my writings from 2004, when I wrote Saving the Pitcher, I’m still proud of it, but there’s so much that’s out of date. There were times in this book where I considered leaving something out, but I believe that a book is a stake in time. This is the best I could do now and while I’m sure people will look back and say “Really?,” marking that point will show progress, and that’s a positive thing.


My goal is to answer some questions and reconfigure how you think and watch the game of baseball. My hope is that you approach it the same way I did—knowing some about baseball, wishing to know more, and remaining open-minded enough to learn. I’m lucky enough to have this chance, and after twenty-plus years in this business, I’ve met some great people who were willing to share their time and knowledge with me, and now, with you.


Baseball is often a game of statistics, but also stories. It’s a game of science, but also of magic. I’ve tried to balance it, never losing sight that it’s men playing the game, and that there’s men and women out there surrounding it, while all the time there are children discovering that same magic that we all carry, that love for baseball, that love for truth, and I hope the two are often one and the same.


This isn’t a novel and there’s no need for you to start at the beginning and read straight through, though you are certainly welcome to do so. The best stories are the ones you know by heart and the best friends are the ones that know the details between our stories. Here are some of mine for you, new friends and old.


Throughout this book, I will reference things that are simply easier to see than fully describe. Because we don’t yet have Harry Potter–style books, I have put up a special page at my site—under-theknife.substack.com—that will show these pictures and videos.
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THE BALL


We call it baseball, but have you ever really looked at—or inside—a baseball? I think one of those magic moments of childhood is when you plaster a ball around the sandlot enough that the stitches come loose and suddenly miles of yarn come out. Someone starts unraveling it and suddenly, someone grabs the end and runs. He’s impossibly far and then there’s another bundle, before you finally get to the center, Tootsie Pop-like, and there’s just this tiny other ball. Do you unravel it? Does it bounce?


The issue of the ball begins in the definition of the object. The rules that govern baseball are often quite detailed. A field is supposed to point east-northeast, looking from home plate to the pitcher and beyond to second base. The definition and distances of the field are laid out to the inch. For the ball, the namesake of the game, there is a precious little said.


Rule 3.01: “The ball shall be a sphere formed by yarn wound around a small core of cork, rubber or similar material, covered with two strips of white horsehide or cowhide, tightly stitched together. It shall weigh not less than five nor more than 51/4 ounces avoirdupois and measure not less than nine nor more than 91/4 inches in circumference.”


Two sentences are all the ball gets and pretty much everything else is left to chance, as opposed to the architectural drawings they include for the mound or the detailed and extensive instructions for the construction of a bat. (More on that later.) This leaves a lot of room for variation and likely made sense when the rule was first put in place. The balls were at that stage almost handmade, but you would likely be surprised to find out that today, they are still largely handmade and therefore inconsistent. That’s a problem since much of the basis of the game is that at the very least, a baseball is a baseball is a baseball. Ever see a pitcher get a new ball from the ump, look at it, and toss it right back? It’s because they’re not the same at all. Let’s look backward, from how the ball shows up on field to how it’s made.


Going back to 1876 and A.G. Spalding’s selection by the National League to become the standard baseball, the ball itself has been largely handmade. There have been changes to the ball, such as the “pill” at the center going from rubber to cork and the surface of the ball changing from horsehide to cowhide in 1974. The biggest change came in 1920, when the death of Ray Chapman led to more frequent changes of the ball. New balls were more lively, filled with an Australian wool, leading to an increase in home runs.


Another major change came in 1974, when MLB went from its historic Spalding-made ball to one built by Rawlings. There was very little change in the actual construction, and the way the game stayed the same in those initial years suggests that the ball was largely the same. The construction was the same, at least in technique and result.


While Rawlings initially produced the ball in Haiti, production shifted to Costa Rica, where it exists today. Rawlings is co-owned by Major League Baseball and Seidler Equity Partners, the majority owners of the San Diego Padres. (The Seidler brothers are the grandsons of Walter O’Malley, who brought the Dodgers to Los Angeles.) The league and the private equity firm teamed up to buy the manufacturer in 2018, the year after the ball first became noted as a big variable.


This creates a number of issues, but let’s look first at how the ball is prepared. A key part of the baseball as it comes into the game is mud. Yes, mud. In a book about science, it’s somewhat laughable that something like mud from a specific spot could be a fundamental part of the key piece of equipment in a professional sport, but here we are.


The balls are “rubbed up” by umpires using a substance known as “Lena Blackburne’s Rubbing Mud.” This comes, to this day, from a secret location somewhere along the Delaware River, on the New Jersey side. It’s cleaned and screened, then put in jars. One of the few times this has ever been shown was on the television show “Dirty Jobs.”


As an aside, Lena Blackburne is not a woman. Russell Aubrey Blackburne was a pitcher then manager for several MLB teams. He marketed his mud as a side job while he coached on Connie Mack’s staff, and it became the MLB standard for both leagues in 1938. Prior to that, everything from tobacco juice to infield dirt was used to rough up the balls, a practice still seen today at some college and high school levels. The name? It was a New England adjustment of the nickname “Leaner,” given to him because of his rail-thin physique.


To this day, Blackburne’s mud, from the same location, is used to rub the sheen off the ball and make it easier to grip. A four-pound container is available to the public for a hundred bucks.


In Japan’s NPB (the Japanese top league), the ball is made by Mizuno, with the sheen already off the ball and a bit sticky right out of the box. For the 2020 Olympics, the company that manufacturs them—SSK, from Sri Lanka—used Lena Blackburne’s Mud in their process at the Olympics.


That leads many to think that the issue is not the mud, but the leather that the ball is made of. Rawlings is supplied by Horween Leather, a well-known tanner from Chicago. Horween leather is widely sought in applications like watch bands, shoes, and other fine goods. Actually, Horween has been doing baseballs for longer than Rawlings; they were the leather supplier to Spalding as well, prior to the manufacturer switch. While Horween refused comment, I was told that the only change to their processes in years has been the switch from horsehide to cowhide, which happened in 1974.


Of course, the players complained. Hank Aaron himself said the balls didn’t carry, even in batting practice. Dick Allen, the White Sox slugger, was more specific, saying the balls seemed smaller and harder, which is the opposite of what most would expect for a ball that didn’t seem to go as far. No matter the change, someone in baseball is going to complain about it. Hitters hate the dead ball. Pitchers hate the rabbit ball. So why is there no simple, neutral ball? For that, we have to look even further back, at how the ball is made.


Currently, Rawlings makes the balls in Costa Rica, about an hour east of the capital of San Jose. In between volcanos and mountains, the city of Turrialba has become something of a manufacturing center, with a population just under seventy thousand. Just south of the main part of town, off Calle 8, one of the larger buildings in town is painted a familiar white, with what appear to be stitches and a clear “Rawlings” sign. Don’t expect a factory tour, however. Rawlings hasn’t turned this into a tourist trap (they don’t even sell t-shirts). While there are two ballfields adjacent to the stadium, only the locals have played there.


Since 1987 when Rawlings left Haiti after an earthquake and political unrest, this is where all the baseballs have been made. The workers come and go, like they do from other factories and shops around the town. There’s a fence that keeps people away, and guards, but the gate is usually open, with regular people walking in, walking out, and not looking like pawns in some grand conspiracy.


These are just workers taking parts, putting them together, and coming out with a product that is boxed up and sent away, their time in exchange for a paycheck. Rawlings didn’t put the factory in Costa Rica to hide it away. They did it because Costa Rica was cheap and as stable as it comes in Central America. They pay a decent wage and get a decent product. As yet, there are no robot umps and no robot ball-makers either.


While some factories can turn out hundreds or millions of the same thing—widgets, Chevy Malibus, or iPads—baseball doesn’t have this. They can get close, but none of the basic equipment of the game can be consistently produced—not the baseball, not the bats, and certainly not the players themselves. How much that variation occurs and affects the game became the object of one scientist who went further down the rabbit hole than most.


Dr. Meredith Wills is in the Hall of Fame because of yarn, but with a skill set that includes a doctorate in astrophysics and a love of baseball. That wild card of knitting was what put her in a place to be the one to unravel (pun intended) the mysteries of the modern ball. Her work revealed that the ball is so much more than horsehide and yarn stitched together. Instead, it’s the inconsistencies in a ball manufactured in mass quantities that may have led to major changes in the game itself.


As people around baseball started discussing the idea of a “hot ball”—one that was constructed in a way to amplify home runs— many around the game were trying to find another reason, from exit velocity to performance-enhancing drugs, as to why players seemed to be hitting the ball farther. Even noted baseball physicist Alan Nathan was taking notice. He gave a presentation at the Saber Seminar in the summer of 2017 discussing changes to the aerodynamic drag of the ball. Seated in the audience, Wills had an aha! moment. Wills figured out that her skill set was perfect for taking apart a ball and analyzing the construction, including the yarn.


“In the past, physical changes to the ball have produced changes in performance,” Wills told me. “Therefore, it seemed possible that the increase in home runs was due to the ball itself. That was bolstered by the fact that home runs were up across the league, suggesting a source that affected all players. Since I was already good at disassembling baseballs, I just tracked down baseballs from before and during the home-run surge, and I started taking data as I took those balls apart.”


Once she did, Wills quickly found significant year-over-year changes to the ball, specifically in the construction of the laces. Let’s address right up front that Wills isn’t suggesting some grand conspiracy or that MLB really had much of a goal in mind, at least at the start. “Most of the performance changes I’ve found are best explained as unintended consequences of economic decisions,” she said. “In the one instance where MLB did make intentional changes, the resulting performance appeared to be the opposite of what they expected, and what they told teams.”


One of the issues is that there’s a huge lead time for the sheer number of baseballs created—1.2 million for the major leagues alone, plus those of the minor leagues and other balls—which makes it difficult for Rawlings and MLB to change things when something is noticed. It can be as much as a year, as this simply isn’t a “stop the presses” kind of operation, so a problem now is going to stay a problem for a while and the changes made are difficult to test in quantity.


Researchers on the outside and MLB both figured out that in 2019, the ball had less drag. As Dr. Wills describes it, “MLB officials were aware that the ball had less drag by at least the first week of the season. However, foreknowledge is not the same as tailoring. While leagues like the KBO and NPB have successfully made predictable changes to their baseballs, there is no evidence that MLB has managed to do the same, and deliberate season-to-season tailoring seems beyond the scope of their current manufacturing and testing.”


I won’t put words in Dr. Wills’s mouth, but this is as much about incompetence or at the very least variance as it is about some grand conspiracy to put their finger on the scale for hitters, or pitchers, given what they want to do in a particular season. One ex-player suggested the ball was tailored to hurt the upcoming free agent class, whether that was pitcher or hitter heavy. I’ll leave the player anonymous because that’s an unsupported idea.


That variation was a major part of why 2017 saw a home-run surge and again when 2021 became a “year of the pitcher,” filled with more strikeouts and no-hitters than normally seen, at least through the first couple months of the season. Baseball had made a rules change, or at least an increased enforcement, at the same time, which makes it difficult to separate the two, I believe intentionally. (I’ll address that sticky change in a later chapter, but it’s important to say here that it was significant.) When MLB responded by saying the balls were within specifications, that really wasn’t an answer. According to Wills, it amounted to a loophole.


[image: images]


Leather, yarn, and “pill.” (Courtesy Dr. Meredith Wills)


“Strictly speaking, game balls are ‘within spec.’ However, that’s a tautology, since baseballs that fall outside the official tolerances for size and weight violate the rules. In short, every ball is required to be ‘within spec’,” she explained. “The implication that ‘within spec’ is tantamount to sameness and consistency is a canard. Case in point: MLB intentionally changed the manufacturing parameters of the ball for a four-month period of 2020 production, without informing anyone. However, these balls still fell within official tolerances. Had my research not found changes to those internal specifications, MLB would have been in a position to claim that, despite altered performance, the ball was ‘within spec,’ absolving them of any obligation to acknowledge they had secretly changed the ball.”


To know the ball had changed, one would have to look inside and there was very little reason for MLB to do so, given they own the manufacturer, but they also had no reason to let someone like Wills do it on their own. She worked sources, collected foul balls, and crowdsourced the collection of balls for this experiment. Her results, published in a series of articles, first in The Athletic and then at Sports Illustrated, showed her work, explaining just how MLB had changed the balls, mostly unintentionally. It appears to be much more a manufacturing incompetence than a vast conspiracy.


That raises the question of whether Rawlings can even make a consistent ball that wouldn’t have these issues. Wills isn’t sure. “At present, that’s not an answerable question, at least not for MLB. One thing they have yet to address is the extent to which variation can be minimized. The original Home Run Committee asked for more stringent ball-to-ball consistency, but in an apparently theoretical context. Manufacturing tolerances and limitations were largely unaddressed in their report, and it is unclear whether their recommendations were physically reasonable, or even possible,” she told me.


The problem is that doing one thing likely changes something else. “It can be difficult to change one aspect of the ball without affecting others,” Wills explained. “While the changes they implemented worked as intended under controlled lab conditions, they altered other aspects of the ball in ways that largely if not entirely counteracted those changes in real-world situations.”


That manufacturing process is the issue. Wills looked into that as well, though she, like everyone else, couldn’t get inside the Costa Rican factory to check.


“As far as manufacturing, the centers—everything inside the covers—are the most consistent. That includes the pill and each of the four wound layers. This makes sense, since the pills are produced using an injection mold, and the winding process is automated, with a weight-dependent shutoff mechanism. The only human interaction is quality control, where a worker double-checks the weight of each layer,” Wills told me. “Baseballs need to be made in a way that’s consistent. This is why 2019, the 2019 postseason, and that 1/3 of 2020 being a problem, but consistent isn’t the same as identical. If somebody wants a perfectly predictable baseball, they’ll be better off playing MLB: The Show instead of watching actual ballgames.”


So where’s the variance? “The component that shows the largest quantifiable variation is the leather covers. Unlike the centers, which vary by only a few percent, cover weights range from less than 14 grams to more than 19 grams. Considering the allowed weight tolerance is roughly 7 grams, a ball that falls outside of those tolerances is likely to have a cover that is extremely heavy or extremely light.”


There was a theory once that after a political upheaval in Haiti in 1986, where the Duvalier family was finally pushed out of rule, the people—and most importantly, the factory workers—felt better and worked harder, perhaps stitching the ball a little tighter. It was known as the “Happy Haitian” theory and it doesn’t hold a lot of water, especially considering that we were likely seeing the early effects of steroid use in baseball rather than any sort of political residue.


“You do see variation in stitch tightness, but I’m still working on quantifying that. However, there are historical data going back more than one hundred years showing that stitch tightness impacts performance,” she said. “The fact that stitch tightness depends on the individual sewer suggests there will be variation, but there are also several steps of quality control, which should weed out balls with loose stitches.”


Dr. Wills is in a unique position, proving time and again that the science is against the narrative that the Commissioner has been trying to sell, not just once, but several times. That puts her in an uncomfortable position, as the whistleblower. At the very least, the scientist born on the day that Hank Aaron tied Babe Ruth for the career home-run mark has hit a few of her own on this front.


You might be asking whether or not a neutral ball even matters. If MLB, Rawlings, or some combination of the two decided this was going to be a year for the hitters or for the pitchers, how much difference could it really make, assuming they could do it consistently?


Wills explains just how big a difference this could create, if it occurred: “There are two ways that a ball can be juiced or deadened. One relates to the ‘bounciness’ of the ball—the technical term is ‘Coefficient of Restitution,’ or COR—while the other is associated with drag. Basically, how quickly the ball slows down when it travels through the air. I asked a fellow data scientist, Rob Arthur, about this,” she explained. “He confirmed that if the juicing or deadening is due to bounciness, the distance a fly ball travels can vary by a good 50 feet. If it’s because of drag, the variation is closer to 30 feet. As for how those two effects combine, we’re still trying to find the answer, since changing the bounciness will also change the drag, but not in a way we’ve been able to predict.”


In baseball, 80 feet is a lot and even half of that is game-altering. A ball hit 300 feet, plus or minus 40 feet, down the left-field line might (or might not) go out of 20 ballparks. At just half the possible variance, we get anything from home runs to lazy pop flies that the outfielder would likely have to run in on.


The ball matters, and we haven’t even addressed how the construction of the ball might alter pitches yet.


If baseball can’t make a neutral ball—or if it does, if it can’t keep it from being so inconsistent as to not really be neutral—it’s not like they’ll take that ball and go home. Again, MLB essentially owns Rawlings, and controlling the ball, rather than simply making the rules for what the ball is supposed to be, is one way that they could maintain control of the game itself, even if they’re not good at actually making the balls.


In one sense, they are. The balls look fine and are made in quantity. They likely make some profit, though Rawlings doesn’t have to share figures as a privately owned company. If I tossed you one of these balls, one of the ones from Meredith’s secret stash that she hadn’t cut open just yet, it would be fine. We could have a catch, we could hit some, and the grounders would roll true. If Mike Trout decided to sign it, that’d be fine too and no one would question it.


But that’s not the issue for MLB right now. It’s a question of how the ball they use affects the game they play, and how that affects who watches, who buys tickets, and to some level, perhaps even how well players do in categories that will get them big new contracts. Yes, that’s as much of a conflict of interest as it sounds.


Top that with some egregious statements from Commissioner Rob Manfred as the ball issues were called out, and while it’s again not conspiratorial, it’s hardly benign either. The issues of the very fairness of the ball are suddenly in question, where MLB is the arbiter and the constructor. Pitchers don’t call strikes themselves for a reason.


Let’s take this one step further and be careful, as it’s a slippery slope. Imagine someone slips the workers in Costa Rica some dollars to sneak out a sample of 2022 baseballs. This nefarious soul gets his hacksaw and tools, discovering quickly that next year’s ball is a little bit better for hitters. He flies to Vegas, hits the over for the Yankees, who have more sluggers than most teams and could see a bigger jump than most, and makes a couple more bets on home-run totals. This doesn’t take an Arnold Rothstein or a conspiracy to see how baseball construction and betting totals, a growing part of MLB’s business, could come into conflict.


The trust that MLB holds or loses is an absolute key. Losing public trust has been at the heart of most of baseball’s crises over the years. If Jim Bouton’s final words of Ball Four—“You see, you spend a good piece of your life gripping a baseball, and in the end it turns out that it was the other way around all the time”—turns out to be false, that we didn’t really know what any of baseball’s players were gripping, then there’s a chance baseball has its biggest crisis of confidence since the Black Sox. If the baseball itself isn’t consistent if not neutral, what then is the game of baseball?
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