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  INTRODUCTION

  As sports fans we take for granted the numbers players wear on their uniforms today. We identify the players by the digits they wear so proudly. Mention the number 21 to any Pittsburgh Pirates fans, and before you have finished your question they quickly shout out “Roberto Clemente.” It would seem difficult to follow the game without players’ numbers, but almost ninety years ago that’s exactly how the game was played.

  It would be comparable to being at the ballpark during Jackie Robinson Day, when all players wear the number 42 to honor one of the greatest personalities the game has ever known. As wonderful and deserved an honor as it is, it also can be difficult to identify the players, since they all have the same numbers.

  It’s incredible to believe that not only were there no numbers in the early part of the twentieth century, but there was debate by the owners about ever using them, especially in the National League. Numbers had been worn on a temporary basis by the Cleveland Indians and the St. Louis Cardinals, but it wasn’t until 1929 that the New York Yankees became the first team to don them on a permanent basis. They did so based on the position of the player in the batting order; therefore, the number 3 will always mean Babe Ruth, and the cleanup hitter, the legendary Lou Gehrig, was number 4.

  Two years later, numbers were the rule on uniforms in the American League as every team now used them; the National League was another story. The Boston Braves began the 1932 season with numbers on their backs, but as the year went on the debate continued among owners as to whether or not to use them by all teams. It wasn’t until an owners meeting on June 22, 1932, when they finally decided to make the change, following what was described as a “spirited” debate. It was deemed that as soon as teams could get them sewn on numbers would be the rule in the National League as well. For the Pirates it would be eight days later, on June 30, when they joined the modern era debuting player numbers in a 9–6 victory against the Cardinals.

  It was a moment that opened up the future we take for granted. It’s such a simple yet important part of the game. For the teams that fought against it for so long, the ultimate honor they give players in the modern game is to retire their numbers. Numbers become the identity of the players we root for, and they tell the story of a franchise that will be brought to life in the pages of this book.

  (NOTE: While the official number list of franchises varies from the different baseball websites on the internet, the numbers used in this book are from the official list provided by the franchise itself.)


  THE BEGINNING

  It was a funny way to usher in an iconic moment, the first time a Pittsburgh Pirate team would don numbers on its uniforms. Ironically, despite its historic importance, and how long it took for the National League and the Pirates to adopt this initiative, the main selling point of the game against the St. Louis Cardinals on June 30, 1932 at Forbes Field was the fact that it was the first Ladies Day at Forbes Field.

  While it was a different era, things seemed relatively comparable to today’s team owners as they dragged their feet on issues of change, this one being that numbers on a uniform would be good for the game and the fans. In an article on the Baseball Hall of Fame website written by Matt Rothenberg, the author quoted The Sporting News referencing an editorial on November 26, 1931, when discussing this issue. “The big leagues have always been slow about adopting innovations. The magnates hemmed and hawed for a long time before they put into effect the foul-strike rule, and one circuit delayed a year or two after the other had adopted this boon to modern baseball. It is proper that the powers that be in baseball should jealously guard the game’s traditions, but there is such a thing as bending over backward in refusing to adopt improvements, the value of which can hardly be denied.”

  After the American League had completely adopted it by the 1931 season, only the Boston Braves of the National League had decided to utilize numbers at the beginning of the 1932 campaign. The owners in the senior circuit still “hemmed and hawed” when it came to this subject. Finally, in a meeting on June 22, they overcame a heated debate to come to the conclusion that numbers made sense on a uniform. It was deemed that as soon as the teams could get them on the back of their jerseys, numbers would be the rule of the land in the entire world of Major League Baseball.

  For the Pittsburgh Pirates that time period would be exactly eight days later, June 30. Instead of touting this as a new adventure to make the game easier for fans to follow, numbers became an afterthought; the main event was Ladies Day. It was not proclaimed that “We will have numbers and you will revel in them . . . FOREVER!!!” The Pittsburgh Press said simply, “Congratulations to Pirate management for their courtesy to the fair fans . . . every Thursday when the team is at home, Miss and Mrs. fan are invited to be guests of our pennant aspiring Pirates.” The huge cartoon they put on the front page of the sports section went on to mention Ladies Day four other times, and the first-time numbers were used exactly zero times! The game-altering decision to wear numbers received a secondary mention in the game article in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. After talking about Ladies Day first, the paper said simply, “Also it will be the first time the local athletes have worn numbers upon their uniforms to enable spectators to identify them by glancing at the corresponding numerals on the score cards.” Not certainly announcing this with trumpets blaring, but sometimes it’s the simple things that can be life altering.

  In the game, every Pirates starter except the pitchers got a hit, as Pie Traynor collected four and Earl Grace knocked in two with Pittsburgh defeating St. Louis 9–6. It’s not the game that was memorable, or the fact the team and the paper got it wrong. In the long run, it was the numbers that changed everything and would be the everlasting legacy that came out of this affair. Below is a list of the Pirates who played that day and the numbers they donned for their curious fans.

  
    
      
      
      
    
    
      	
        NO

      
      	POS
      	PLAYER
    

    
      	
        24

      
      	1B
      	GUS SUHR
    

    
      	
        22

      
      	2B
      	TONY PIET
    

    
      	
        21

      
      	SS
      	ARKY VAUGHAN
    

    
      	
        20

      
      	3B
      	PIE TRAYNOR
    

    
      	
        11

      
      	RF
      	PAUL WANER
    

    
      	
        10

      
      	CF
      	LLOYD WANER
    

    
      	
        14

      
      	LF
      	DAVE BARBEE
    

    
      	
        30

      
      	C
      	EARL GRACE
    

    
      	
        41

      
      	SP
      	HEINIE MEINE
    

    
      	
        45

      
      	RP
      	BILL SWIFT
    

  

  FIRST BATTER WITH A UNIFORM NUMBER FOR THE PIRATES: LLOYD WANER- HE FLEW OUT.


  #0–00: NOTHIN’ FROM NOTHIN’

  
    #0

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          ALL TIME NO. 0 ROSTER

        
        	
          YEAR

        
      

      
        	Junior Ortiz
        	(1989)
      

    

    #00

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          ALL TIME NO. 00 ROSTER

        
        	
          YEAR

        
      

      
        	Joe Page
        	(1954)
      

      
        	Rick White
        	(2005)
      

    

  

  NUMBER RETIRED: None

  HALL OF FAMERS TO WEAR THE NUMBER: None

  FIRST PERFORMANCE WITH EITHER NUMBER

  9/18/1954- Joe Page tossed two innings of relief in a 7–1 loss to the Philadelphia Phillies. He gave up a hit and a walk, allowing no runs in the game.

  FIRST HOME RUN WITH EITHER NUMBER

  7/30/1989- Junior Ortiz had a double and a home run in an 8–6 loss against the Philadelphia Phillies. It was Ortiz’s only home run of the season, a fourth-inning line drive over the left-field fence scoring Andy Van Slyke ahead of him that gave the Bucs a temporary 5–0 lead.

  FIRST VICTORY BY A PITCHER WITH EITHER NUMBER

  5/3/2005- Rick White tosses 1 2/3 innings in a 7–4 victory against the Houston Astros to pick up the victory, allowing a hit and striking out one.

  BEST PIRATES TO WEAR THE NUMBER: (HR-RBI-AVE) (W-L-ERA)

  Junior Ortiz- (1–22-.217)

  He only wore it for a short time period, one season to be exact, but for a number that only three people in franchise history wore, Junior Ortiz wins the battle for the best Pirates player ever to wear a number lower than 1.

  More famous for being the backstop against whom Rickey Henderson swiped the base to become the all-time major league stolen base king, Ortiz was never anything more than a back-up catcher over his thirteen-year major league career. He hit .256 with the Pirates, Mets, Twins, Indians, and Rangers.

  While he did have two exceptional seasons at the plate—hitting .336 in 1986 for the Bucs and a .335 average with the 1990 Twins—1989 was not one of them. A .217 hitter that year for Pittsburgh, ’89 proved to be exceptional for one reason for the Pirate catcher; it began his love affair with the number zero. After wearing 36, 24, and 26 between 1982 and 1988, Ortiz would don this special number for the remaining six seasons of his career; the reason: his name began with an O.

  Rick White (10–15-4.03)

  If there was a co-zero MVP it would be Rick White. Like Ortiz, White was in his second tour of duty with the Pirates when he donned the special number. In 2005 the Springfield, Ohio, native was in his tenth season when he signed a free agent contract with the Bucs. He was an effective middle reliever who would accumulate only 16 saves in his 613 appearances. With the Pirates, White was 4–7 with a decent 3.72 ERA, but his indecent 1.587 record of Walks and Hits per Innings Pitched (WHIP) probably told the true story of an aging reliever with a bad team. Pittsburgh released him following the season; White went on to play for four more teams in three seasons, collecting more than 1/3 of his 11 major league hats worn over 12 seasons.

  WORST PIRATE TO WEAR THE NUMBER: (W-L-ERA)

  Joe Page (0–0-11.17)

  At one point in time, Joe Page was the best reliever in the game, making the odds that he would be included in this book as the worst Pittsburgh Pirate ever to wear the number 00 long indeed. Born in Cherry Hills, PA, Page grew up in Springdale, near the city where he would end his major league career in such a miserable manner. He began with the New York Yankees in 1944 and led the junior circuit in saves with 17 in 1947 before accumulating what was then a major league record 27 two years later. The year 1949 would also see Page win one and save one in the World Series, being awarded the initial Babe Ruth Award as the first MVP in the fall classic.

  [image: images]

  Junior Ortiz (photo courtesy of the Pittsburgh Pirates)

  With everything looking up, Page felt a pop in his hip, then hurt his arm, leaving him out of the majors from 1950 until 1954, when a new-found sinker ball led him back into the majors with the Pirates. When he made the team that season he wanted the number 11, which was taken by catcher Toby Atwell, so instead he chose the double number nearest to 11; not 22, which most would have assumed from that reasoning, but 00. All looked well for the man they called the “Fireman,” or the “Gay Reliever,” as he began the season with five scoreless innings of relief. Eventually, he would have his modest scoreless streak ended; four appearances later he allowed seven runs in an inning of work and was quickly out of the majors, never to return again. After Page retired he stayed close to home running two bars: first, the Bullpen in Irwin, then Page’s Rocky Lodge in nearby Laughlintown. Later in life, he was involved in a situation with Dick Schaap and Sport Magazine when Schaap ran into a heavy drinker in a bar who claimed to be Page. Schaap wrote a story from the conversation insinuating that the former hurler was a heavy drinker himself. Page sued for $1.5 million, finally settling for $25,000 winning a case of mistaken identity.

  OTHER NOTABLE PIRATES TO WEAR THE NUMBER

  There were only three to wear the number; they have all been described above . . . and all were pretty damn interesting!


  #1: NICE GUYS FINISH FIRST

  
    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          ALL TIME NO. 1 ROSTER

        
        	
          YEAR

        
      

      
        	Dixie Howell
        	(1947)
      

      
        	Bill Salkeld
        	(1945–1947)
      

      
        	Bill Baker
        	(1941–1943)
      

    

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          MANAGERS

        
        	
      

      
        	Billy Meyer
        	(1948–1952)
      

    

  

  NUMBER RETIRED

  BILLY MEYER, Manager (1954)

  HALL OF FAMERS TO WEAR

  THE NUMBER: None

  FIRST PERFORMANCE WITH THE NUMBER

  5/13/1941- After playing two games with the Cincinnati Reds to start the 1941 campaign, catcher Bill Baker was purchased by the Pittsburgh Pirates and played his first game in a Pirates uniform with the number 1 on his back. Baker started the game and had no official at bat in his first appearance, coming up twice with a walk and a sacrifice bunt while scoring a run in the Bucs’ 6–3 victory over Philadelphia. He would be pinch-hit for by Spud Davis, and wouldn’t get his official first at bat until the next day.
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  Billy Meyer (right): (Photo courtesy of the Pittsburgh Pirates)

  FIRST HOME RUN WITH THE NUMBER

  7/30/1943- Going two-and-a-half seasons without a major league home run, Bill Baker finally ended his streak of futility on July 30, 1943, against the New York Giants, doing so in an impressive manner. With the bases full and the Bucs down 12–2 in the sixth, Baker pinch-hit for Al Lopez and ripped a grand slam to cut the Giants’ lead in half at 12–6. While the Pirates went on to lose 13–7, it was still a memorable day for the North Carolina native.

  FIRST VICTORY BY A PITCHER WITH THE NUMBER

  No pitcher ever wore number 1 for the Pirates.

  BEST PIRATETO WEAR THE NUMBER: (HR-RBI-AVE)

  Bill Salkeld (18–79-.293)

  There are not many places you would see catcher Bill Salkeld listed as the best of anything, but in a field that includes three he is the king of the mountain indeed when it comes to players for the Pirates who wore the number 1.

  Born in Pocatello, Idaho, Salkeld had a long, painful trip to the major leagues. Signing with the Sacramento Senators of the Pacific Coast League at only seventeen years of age in 1934, the young catcher played two seasons in the state capital before moving to the San Francisco Seals in 1936. It was there that his career and life took a detour when he was spiked in the right knee, causing an infection so severe they considered amputating his leg; his playing days were thought to be over.

  Three years later he returned to the game, first with Tucson of the Arizona-Texas League, then back with the Seals. He signed with the San Diego Padres in 1940 and stayed there for five seasons, until he finally realized his major league dream when the Pirates purchased him late in 1944.

  He made the team as a twenty-eight-year-old rookie in 1945, and took advantage of the opportunity with 15 home runs his rookie year, the last of the World War II seasons, with a .314 average, higher than he had hit in any minor league season he had played in to that point. It was a miracle that he was still playing the game, much less having so much success with the Bucs.

  Salkeld spent two more seasons in Pittsburgh, hitting .294 and .213 respectively, before being dealt to the Boston Braves after the 1947 campaign together with Al Lyons and Jim Russell in exchange for Johnny Hopp and future managerial legend Danny Murtaugh.

  WORST PIRATE TO WEAR THE NUMBER: (HR-RBI-AVE)

  Bill Baker (2–42-.247)

  He was the first and the worst number 1 in the history of the franchise. Bill Baker came to the Steel City in his second major league season, in 1941, after playing in only two games with the Cincinnati Reds, and backed up Al Lopez for three seasons for the Bucs.

  He had little power in those seasons, hitting his first and only long ball of the time period making the most of the moment as the home run was a grand slam. While 1943 was his best year, hitting .273 in 172 at bats, it would prove to be his last wearing number 1 in a Pirates uniform. He entered the navy in 1944 and didn’t return to the team until two seasons later, in 1946, when he became number 44; Bill Salkeld was wearing his former number 1. It was Baker’s last season in Pittsburgh, as he went to the minors in 1947 before hooking on with the Cardinals, where he stayed two seasons before ending his major league career in 1949.

  OTHER NOTABLE PIRATES TO WEAR THE NUMBER

  Billy Meyer, Manager

  Between 1946 and 1957 the Pittsburgh Pirates had only one winning season, 1948. Other than that, their teams were among the worst, not only in franchise history, but some would claim the worst ever to play the game. Manager Billy Meyer began his tenure with the Bucs during that surprising 1948 campaign. In 1948, when the Pirates needed a manager to fix the team, they looked toward the fifty-six-year-old minor league manager to change their fortunes. Finally making it to the big leagues, Meyer did not disappoint. As Bill James said in his book, The Bill James Guide to Baseball Managers, the 1947 team was flawed. “They had no left-handed hitting, no speed, and a group of old pitchers who couldn’t throw strikes.” Meyer added left-handed hitting and some speed, and the team finished 83–71. The beginning of a winning tenure in the Steel City was only a mirage, however, as the majority of his time with the Bucs found him managing incredibly bad teams. Apparently, he was a nice guy because, while he had a less than stellar 317–452 mark with the team in five seasons, that included a .273 winning percentage in his last year, 1952, Billy Meyer being a nice guy seems to be the only reason that, in his honor, the number 1 was the second number ever retired by the team. Meyer had some health issues after leaving the team, suffering a stroke in 1955, and two years later he passed away. While he was not a success in his major league career, Billy Meyer was loved by fans and the press alike. When he died the local reporters were all glowing in their assessment of the man. In his hometown of Knoxville, they named their baseball stadium after him.

  His mark in Pirates history is that his number was retired officially in 1954, and no player had worn it since he resigned two years earlier. It’s a date that has no concrete basis. In fact there was a report in the Pittsburgh Press on February 7, 1958, that the team had made number 1 the second number retired in franchise history in honor of Meyer, next to number 33 that the great Honus Wagner wore as a coach. With no reasonable explanation as to why the number was retired except that he was a nice guy, it remains probably the most confusing retired number in the history of the sport, maybe in the history of all sports.


  #2: AND A BROADCASTER SHALL LEAD THEM

  
    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          ALL TIME NO. 2 ROSTER

        
        	
          YEAR

        
      

      
        	Brandon Inge
        	(2013)
      

      
        	Marlon Byrd
        	(2013)
      

      
        	Brock Holt
        	(2012)
      

      
        	Brandon Wood
        	(2011)
      

      
        	Bobby Crosby
        	(2010)
      

      
        	Jack Wilson
        	(2003–2009)
      

      
        	Pat Meares
        	(1999–2001)
      

      
        	Kevin Polcovich
        	(1997–1998)
      

      
        	Angelo Encarnacion
        	(1995–1996)
      

      
        	Lonnie Smith
        	(1993)
      

      
        	Gary Redus
        	(1990–1992)
      

      
        	Orestes Destrade
        	(1989)
      

      
        	Mackey Sasser
        	(1987)
      

      
        	Jim Morrison
        	(1982–1987)
      

      
        	Vance Law
        	(1981–1982)
      

      
        	Bernie Carbo
        	(1980)
      

      
        	Gary Hargis
        	(1979)
      

      
        	Jackie Hernandez
        	(1971–1973)
      

      
        	Freddie Patek
        	(1968–1970)
      

      
        	Chuck Hiller
        	(1968)
      

      
        	Hal Smith
        	(1965)
      

      
        	Dave Wissman
        	(1964)
      

      
        	Ted Savage
        	(1963–1964)
      

      
        	Elmo Plaskett
        	(1962–1963)
      

      
        	Don Leppert
        	(1961–1962)
      

      
        	Bob Oldis
        	(1960–1961)
      

      
        	Joe Garagiola
        	(1951–1952)
      

      
        	Hank Schenz
        	(1950–1951)
      

      
        	Les Fleming
        	(1949)
      

      
        	Jimmy Bloodworth
        	(1947)
      

      
        	Bill Salkeld
        	(1947)
      

      
        	Jimmy Brown
        	(1946)
      

      
        	Tony Ordenana
        	(1943)
      

      
        	Ripper Collins
        	(1941)
      

    

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          MANAGERS

        
        	
      

      
        	Bobby Bragan
        	(1956–1957)
      

      
        	Fred Haney
        	(1953–1955)
      

    

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          COACHES

        
        	
      

      
        	Hal Smith
        	(1965–1967)
      

      
        	Jose Pagan
        	(1974–1978)
      

      
        	Jeff Branson
        	(2014–2015)
      

    

  

  NUMBER RETIRED: None

  HALL OF FAMERS TO WEAR THE NUMBER

  JOE GARAGIOLA (1991 Ford Frick Award winner)

  FIRST PERFORMANCE WITH THE NUMBER

  4/19/1941- After a three-year layoff from the major leagues, the former star of the famed Gashouse Gang with the St. Louis Cardinals, Rip Collins, returned to the majors with the Pittsburgh Pirates. His former manager and teammate with the Cards, Frankie Frisch, was now at the helm of the Bucs and hoped to get whatever talent Collins had left. The thirty-seven-year-old Altoona native struck out after pinch-hitting for Frankie Gustine.

  FIRST HOME RUN WITH THE NUMBER

  7/6/1947- In the first game of a doubleheader against the Chicago Cubs, Jimmy Bloodworth, an eight-year veteran who had been purchased by the Bucs from Detroit in the off-season, had a three-hit game that included the first home run a number 2 would ever hit. It was in the sixth inning with the great Hank Greenberg aboard, giving the Bucs a 3–1 lead in a game the team would eventually win, 6–2.
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  Joe Garagiola (photo courtesy of the Pittsburgh Pirates)

  FIRST VICTORY BY A PITCHER WITH THE NUMBER

  No pitcher won a game wearing the number 2 for the Pirates.

  BEST PIRATES TO WEAR THE NUMBER: (HR-RBI-AVE)

  Jack Wilson (60–389-.269)

  After wearing Terry Bradshaw’s number for the first two seasons he was with the Pirates, following his acquisition from the St. Louis Cardinals in 2000 for reliever Jeff Christiansen, slick-fielding shortstop Jack Wilson donned the number 2 for the first time in 2003, the beginning of his ascension as one of the top at his position in the National League, and one of the soon to be most popular faces of the then moribund franchise.

  A year later, Wilson broke the .300 plateau for his first time in the majors with a .308 average, capturing the league’s Silver Slugger Award, and was selected to play in the only All-Star game of his twelve-year career. By the time he left Pittsburgh in mid-season of 2009, while the team was trying to rebuild once again, Wilson had made himself the best number 2 in franchise history.

  Jim Morrison (57–241-.274)

  Obtained from the Chicago White Sox in June of 1982, Jim Morrison was a good hitting utility player for the Pirates his first three-and-a-half seasons with the team, until he had the chance to take over the starting nod at third in 1986. He then blossomed into one of the most powerful at his position in the senior circuit.

  Morrison finished in the top ten in the NL in slugging percentage, home runs, doubles, extra base hits and RBIs, hitting 23 homers and knocking in 88 runs. By making himself such an effective player, Morrison became a prime candidate to be traded by the rebuilding Bucs, which they did, sending him to the Tigers for Darnell Coles and Morris Madden in August of 1987. While he hit .400 in the 1987 ALCS with Detroit, it proved to be a good move for Pittsburgh; Morrison was out of the majors a year later, following two mostly unproductive seasons with the Tigers and Braves.
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  Jack Wilson (photo courtesy of author)

  Gary Redus (24–96-.255)

  A top prospect for the Cincinnati Reds in the late 1970s and early 1980s, where he hit over .300 with 93 homers in five seasons, Gary Redus came to the majors in an impressive fashion, hitting 17 home runs his official rookie campaign in 1983. But he was unable to repeat his success, and after time spent with the Phillies and White Sox, Redus was dealt to the Pirates in August of 1988 for Mike Diaz.

  Even though Redus never was a starter for the Bucs, he was an indispensable utility outfielder and bench player for the three-time eastern division champions between 1990 and 1992.

  After hitting .255 in his five seasons in a Pirates uniform, he was signed as a free agent by Texas in 1993, where he ended his major league career after the 1994 campaign.

  WORST PIRATES TO WEAR THE NUMBER: (HR-RBI-AVE)

  Bob Oldis (0–1-.160)

  After spending four seasons in the minor leagues following three very sporadic seasons with the Washington Senators, Bob Oldis was picked up by the Pirates in the Rule V draft following the 1959 campaign. What the Bucs got for their efforts was a funny man who was good defensively. On offense, though, he made people forget another famous Pirate: Mario Mendoza.

  While spending the entire 1960 season on the roster, Oldis came to the plate exactly 21 times, reaching the Mendoza line on the button with a .200 average. He achieved exactly two things that season: keeping his teammates laughing with his sense of humor and earning himself a World Series ring while keeping the bench warm.

  Oldis was hitless in five at bats in 1961, ending his Pirates career by nose-diving below the famed Mendoza line, finishing his Pirates career with a .160 average, a mark worthy of the worst number 2 in Pirates history.

  Brandon Inge (1–7-.181)

  Brandon Inge was a slugging third baseman for the Detroit Tigers in the first decade of the twenty-first century, twice hitting 27 home runs in a season. The Pirates had just finished their twentieth consecutive losing season, in 2012, when they inked the thirty-six-year-old former slugger, and he did flex his muscle with the Bucs, hitting home runs at an impressive rate comparable to another legendary slugger with the team, Luke Walker. Inge did nothing that Pirates management hoped he would, smacking exactly one long ball in 105 at bats while coming in with a “scintillating” .181 average. Before August was four days old he was released, never to play in the majors again.

  Vance Law (0–6-.184)

  A thirty-ninth round draft pick out of Brigham Young University, Vance Law was the son of former Cy Young Award winner Vern Law, and in 1980 hoped to team up with another son of a baseball legend, Dale Berra, to keep the Pirates’ winning ways afloat. Instead, what we got was the son of Yogi in trouble off the field on several occasions while not causing trouble for Pirates opponents on it. As for Law, he was not as much of an embarrassment to the franchise as Berra had been in some of his exploits, but he was his equal on the diamond, hitting a mere .184 over two seasons.

  Although he did not lift the Pirates to the heights his father did, Vance Law’s career did improve after he left the Steel City, finishing his eleven-year career with a .256 average with the Expos, White Sox, Cubs, and A’s.

  Special mention in number 2s goes in a negative way to Gary Hargis and the other Hal Smith, who were hitless with the Pirates, and with applause to the great Bobby Bragan and his .397 winning percentage.

  OTHER NOTABLE PIRATES TO WEAR THE NUMBER

  Tony Ordenana

  Born in Guanabacoa, Cuba, Tony Ordenana was truly a one-game wonder, playing in his lone major league game on October 3, 1943. Considered one of his native country’s greatest athletes, Ordenana made the most of his lone major league appearance with two hits in four at bats with three RBIs for the Bucs against Phillies, driving in all of the team’s runs in an 11–3 loss.

  What was his greatest day in the game turned out to be his last, as he spent the next ten years in the minors, in eleven leagues hitting .250 without a home run.

  Joe Garagiola

  As a ballplayer Joe Garagiola was very average, which he certainly was for the Pittsburgh Pirates, hitting .262 between 1951 and 1953. Like the great Bob Uecker, it was after his career was over that he became an American icon.

  Garagiola was one of the great national broadcasters of all time with NBC, finding his way into the Hall of Fame by being given the Ford Frick Award in 1991. After he also appeared as a regular on the Today Show in the late 1960s and early 1970s, it would be accurate to say that he is the most famous number 2 in franchise history.

  Hank Schenz

  Hank Schenz had only 558 at bats in his major league career that included a .222 average in two seasons with the Bucs. Like Garagiola, it wasn’t his play on the field that made Schenz a household name, but what he did off it . . . well, behind the scoreboard, that is. He admitted to using a telescope from the scoreboard at the Polo Grounds during the Giants’ miraculous season in 1951 to steal the signs of the opposing catcher and signal to the New York hitters what was coming, which shrouded their pennant victory in controversy. It was a true maneuver that NFL New England Patriots coach Bill Belichick would be proud of.

  Don Leppert

  Leppert spent two seasons in Pittsburgh right after their 1960 world championship, hitting .266 before becoming a coach for the team between 1968 and 1973; Pirates fans of the era will always remember the sight of his cheek looking like a blowfish, full of chewing tobacco.

  Bernie Carbo

  Remembered as one of the stars of arguably the greatest World Series game of all time, (except for game seven of the 1960 World Series, of course) Bernie Carbo—who hit a home run to tie the sixth contest of the 1975 fall classic—became a Pittsburgh Pirate for a brief period of time in 1980, inking a free agent contract in September. While he hit .333 (less impressive considering it represented two hits for only six at bats) Carbo was unable to manufacture his Fenway magic in Three Rivers Stadium.

  Fred Haney, Manager

  After twelve years out of the majors as a manager following his unimpressive three-year run with the St. Louis Browns, Fred Haney continued his train wreck of a run as a major league skipper with the Bucs between 1953 and ’55, producing a .353 winning percentage. For some reason unbeknownst to man, the Milwaukee Braves hired him to run their young club the following season.

  A funny thing happens when a manger has a talented team: he looks like a genius. Haney not only won but won big, capturing the 1957 World Series, then winning the National League pennant again a year later.


  #3: IT’S TPLUSH’s WORLD, WE ARE JUST LIVING IN IT

  
    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          ALL TIME NO. 3 ROSTER

        
        	
          YEAR

        
      

      
        	Sean Rodriguez
        	(2015)
      

      
        	Michael Martinez
        	(2014)
      

      
        	Travis Ishikawa
        	(2014)
      

      
        	Chase d’Arnaud
        	(2012)
      

      
        	Pedro Ciriaco
        	(2011)
      

      
        	Akinori Iwamura
        	(2010)
      

      
        	Nyjer Morgan
        	(2008–2009)
      

      
        	Nate McLouth
        	(2007)
      

      
        	Cesar Izturis
        	(2007)
      

      
        	Jeromy Burnitz
        	(2006)
      

      
        	Rob Mackowiak
        	(2005)
      

      
        	Chris Stynes
        	(2004)
      

      
        	Pokey Reese
        	(2002–2003)
      

      
        	Chad Hermansen
        	(1999–2001)
      

      
        	Shawon Dunston
        	(1997)
      

      
        	Jay Bell
        	(1989–1996)
      

      
        	Ruben Rodriguez
        	(1988)
      

      
        	Johnny Ray
        	(1981–1987)
      

      
        	Phil Garner
        	(1977–1981)
      

      
        	Richie Hebner
        	(1972–1976)
      

      
        	Frank Taveras
        	(1971–1972)
      

      
        	Ron Davis
        	(1969)
      

      
        	Bob Robertson
        	(1967)
      

      
        	Jim Pagliaroni
        	(1963–1964)
      

      
        	Orlando McFarlane
        	(1962)
      

      
        	RC Stevens
        	(1960)
      

      
        	Ted Kluszewski
        	(1958–1959)
      

      
        	Dee Fondy
        	(1957)
      

      
        	Dale Long
        	(1956–1957)
      

      
        	George Freese
        	(1955)
      

      
        	Bob Skinner
        	(1954)
      

      
        	Joe Garagiola
        	(1953)
      

      
        	Clyde McCullough
        	(1951–1952)
      

      
        	Bob Dillinger
        	(1950–1951)
      

      
        	Dale Coogan
        	(1950)
      

      
        	Eddie Bockman
        	(1949)
      

      
        	Johnny Riddle
        	(1948)
      

      
        	Al Gionfriddo
        	(1944–1946)
      

      
        	Bill Rodgers
        	(1944–1945)
      

      
        	Elbie Fletcher
        	(1939–1943, 1947)
      

    

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          MANAGER

        
        	
      

      
        	Harry Walker
        	(1965-1967)
      

    

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          COACHES

        
        	
      

      
        	Joe Lonnett
        	(1977)
      

      
        	Jay Bell
        	(2013)
      

    

  

  NUMBER RETIRED: None

  HALL OF FAMERS TO WEAR THE NUMBER: JOE GARAGIOLA (1991 Ford Frick Award winner)

  FIRST PERFORMANCE WITH THE NUMBER

  6/17/1939- In his first game after coming over from the Boston Braves, Elbie Fletcher, pinch-hitting for catcher Ray Berres, hit a double during an 11-2 loss to the Phillies.

  FIRST HOME RUN WITH THE NUMBER

  7/4/1939- In the second game of a double header at St. Louis, Elbie Fletcher was the offensive star with two hits that included his first home run in a Bucs uniform, and four RBIs, in a 6–3 win over the Cards.

  FIRST VICTORY BY A PITCHER WITH THE NUMBER

  No pitcher ever wore the number 3 for the Pirates.

  BEST PIRATES TO WEAR THE NUMBER: (HR-RBI-AVE)

  Jay Bell (78–423-.269)

  It was one of the most one-sided trades in Pittsburgh Pirates history, taking the Cleveland Indians’ disappointing shortstop prospect Jay Bell for Denny Gonzalez and the legendary Felix “The Cat” Fermin. It was also a stabilizing force for the infield that helped spur the Pirates to three straight eastern division crowns.

  He became a solid force and important piece of the Pirates’ championship puzzle and a sacrifice hit machine, accumulating a National League high 69 in 1990 and ’91. Over the course of his eight seasons in the Steel City, Bell hit .269, was selected to play in an All-Star Game and won both a Gold Glove and Silver Slugger Award while finishing in the top 20 for the MVP race twice.

  When he left the Bucs he developed power as he got older, hitting 38 homers for the Diamondbacks in 1999 at the age of thirty-three, before winning a world championship there two years later. The once disappointing prospect did eventually find his way and became the greatest number 3 on this list.

  [image: images]

  Elbie Fletcher, seen here being congratulated after a homer in 1943. (Photo courtesy of the Pittsburgh Pirates)

  Elbie Fletcher (60–464-.279)

  The first number 3 has remained one of the best throughout the years in Pittsburgh Pirates history. Elburt “Elbie” Fletcher won a newspaper contest and was given a chance to play with his hometown Boston Braves, appearing in his first major league game at the age of eighteen.

  He was dealt to the Pirates in June of 1939 in another one-sided deal for Bill Schuster, and immediately found his batting swing, hitting .303 for the Bucs the rest of the season. The next year he knocked in 104 runs and began a string of three consecutive years when he led the league in on-base percentage. He remained a dangerous hitter until entering the Navy after the 1943 campaign, when he served his country proudly for two years in World War II.

  Fletcher wasn’t the same player after he returned from the service, but he still was successful enough to hang on to his lofty status here.

  Johnny Ray (37–391-.286) and Richie Hebner (128–520-.277)

  Johnny Ray, Richie Hebner. Richie Hebner, Johnny Ray. The decision couldn’t be made as to who hung onto the last spot on this list, so they both share the honor.

  While Ray was part of a rebuilding project in the early 1980s that went bad, he was the best piece of it. Acquired from the Astros with two other players in a trade for Phil Garner, Ray took the National League by storm hitting .281 while capturing The Sporting News Rookie of the Year Award in 1982.

  An all-state football and basketball player in high school, Ray went on to win the Silver Slugger Award in 1983 and led the league in doubles two years.

  A former grave digger in Boston, hence his nickname “the gravedigger,” Richie Hebner was part of a group of dynamic young players who came through the Pirates system in the late 1960s, helping lead them to a World Series title in 1971.

  Hebner became a great number 3 for one reason and one reason only: the team decided to retire Pie Traynor’s number 20 in 1972, the same number Richie Hebner had been wearing, so he decided that 3 would be his number . . . and history was made.

  WORST THREE PIRATES TO WEAR THE NUMBER: (HR-RBI-AVE)

  Chad Hermansen (12–29-.199)

  The first-round pick in the 1995 amateur draft, Chad Hermansen was the rock upon which the new Pirates championship era was supposed to be built; instead, he was the poster child for the legendary streak of losing baseball.

  His power in the minors was incredible: 60 homers in Nashville in 1998 and ’99; in the majors it was on a par with Dal Maxvill’s: 12 in his Bucco career, with a “stellar” .199 average in Pittsburgh.

  Akinori Iwamura (2–9-.182)

  A star in Japan and a fine player with the Tampa Bay Rays, much was expected from Iwamura when the Bucs acquired him as their highest paid player at $4.9 million. But he defied those expectations with two homers and a .192 average in 2010, causing the Bucs to designate him for assignment elsewhere even before his first season was completed in the ‘Burgh.

  Michael Martinez (0–2-.128) and Orlando McFarlane (0–2-.208)

  It was only appropriate that there should be a tie for the third worst player, since there was one for the best, although this is a race that most would not want to win. Martinez was a .128 hitter for the club in his only season in 2014, while the great Orlando McFarlane, a former Cuban star, was a “scintillating” .087 in his only season wearing the number 3 in 1962.

  OTHER INTERESTING PIRATES TO WEAR THE NUMBER

  Dee Fondy

  Dee Fondy was a fine major league hitter, with a .285 career average that included a .313 average in his only year in the Steel City during the 1957 campaign, performing well the majority of a campaign in which he was traded in May, but it was his off-the-field activities that caused his inclusion on this list.

  A rare speedy player for a first baseman, Fondy was part of a regiment that landed on Utah Beach in Normandy during the D-Day invasion, and later was awarded the Purple Heart. He went to the Cubs along with a player named Chuck Connors, the same Chuck Connors who eventually became TV’s famed Rifleman, and was also the last player to bat at Ebbets Field before the Brooklyn Dodgers broke the borough’s hearts by moving to California. That’s enough off-field activity to make Dee Fondy a very interesting number 3.

  [image: images]

  Richie Hebner (photo courtesy of the Pittsburgh Pirates)

  Harry Walker

  A good hitter with a .296 career average and a NL batting title to his credit, hitting .363 with the Cardinals and Phillies in 1947, Harry “The Hat” Walker brought his famed hitting prowess to the Pittsburgh Pirates in 1965 as their manager, where he was credited for making Matty Alou, a light-hitting reserve, into a player who won a National League batting crown himself.

  A World War II hero who won a Bronze Star and Purple Heart in the European Theater, Walker’s Pirates won more than ninety games his first two seasons before he was replaced as manager by Danny Murtaugh following the team’s 42–42 start in 1967.

  Dale Long

  For Dale Long the number 3 truly turned out to be his lucky number. Hitting 27 home runs in 1956, Long went on a memorable eight-game streak early in the season when he put his name among the greatest ever to play the game, belting home runs in every contest. It was a major league record so impressive that it has never been bettered in the sixty seasons since.

  Ted Kluszewski

  Pictures of Ted Kluszewski in a sleeveless shirt for the Cincinnati Reds, showing off his muscular biceps, are well known in baseball history. The Cincinnati strongman hit over 40 home runs for three consecutive seasons, including a league-leading 49 in 1954, when he also had a NL-high 141 RBIs.

  By the time he came to Pittsburgh in 1958 he was not the same player; Forbes Field was not kind to the slugger, who hit only six home runs in a season and a half.

  Bob Dillinger

  Bob Dillinger started his major league career late, at the age of twenty-seven, after spending time in the service during World War II. When he finally arrived in 1947, for the St. Louis Browns it was worth the wait. He hit .309 in four seasons with them, leading the league three times in stolen bases and once in hits.

  The thirty-two-year-old was purchased by the Bucs in May of 1950, and while he hit .288 his first of two seasons, he slumped to .233 a year later before being sold to the White Sox in mid-season.

  Bill Rogers

  The Harrisburg native who was a wartime player could brag he was a .400 hitter in his major league career between 1944 and ’45; the problem is, he had only five major league at bats.

  A former minor league pitcher who became an outfielder, Baseball-reference.com reminds us not to confuse him with “Rawmeat” Bill Rodgers, so we will not.

  Phil Garner

  Traded to the Pittsburgh Pirates in 1977 for pretty much every good prospect in their farm system, Garner became an integral part of the 1979 Fam-a-lee, helping the Bucs win a world championship. If there was a “top five” number 3s, Garner, who hit .500 with 12 hits in the ’79 World Series, certainly would have been on that list. He will be remembered fondly in Bucco history. Garner eventually became a successful major league skipper, managing for fifteen seasons while winning the National League pennant with the Astros in 2005.

  Travis Ishikawa

  Ishikawa was so bad with the Pittsburgh Pirates in 2014 yet they took him back a year later, but he continued not to hit. In between, he was the 2014 NLCS MVP with the San Francisco Giants, hitting a three-run homer in the bottom of the ninth of game five that won the pennant. Maybe it’s the air in Pittsburgh that doesn’t agree with him.

  Nyjer Morgan

  A decent slap-hitter for the Bucs with a .286 average over three seasons, and a former hockey player who was with the Regina Pats of the Western Hockey League, Nyjer Morgan is more known for his alter ego, Tony Plush (or TPlush for short) who was at times funny and controversial. He’d take to Twitter, acted strange on the field at times, and generally made Tony Plush an icon . . . in his own mind. It was unfortunate that TPlush overshadowed the fact that Morgan was a pretty good player throughout his seven-year career.

  Al Gionfriddo

  A .266 hitter who batted only 580 times in his four-year career, the majority of them with the Bucs, Al Gionfriddo was known for exactly one thing, making a superb catch off the bat of the legendary Joe DiMaggio in the sixth inning of game six in the 1947 World Series that apparently really irritated Joltin’ Joe. It’s a film clip that has become famous over the years, coupled with Red Barber’s memorable call. The ironic thing about the historic performance is that it was Gionfriddo’s last major league game.

  Dale Coogan

  Playing in exactly one major league season, when he hit .240 for the horrific Pittsburgh Pirates in 1950, Dale Coogan blasted one major league home run, against Ralph Branca on June 24- before the game was called due to a curfew. When the contest was completed on August 1, Coogan was no longer with the team, having being sent to the minors from whence he would never return.


  #4: WE CAN FINISH LAST WITHOUT YOU

  
    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          ALL TIME NO. 4 ROSTER

        
        	
          YEAR

        
      

      
        	Mike LaValliere
        	(1987)
      

      
        	Mike Brown
        	(1985–1986)
      

      
        	Dale Berra
        	(1977–1984)
      

      
        	Jim Campanis
        	(1973)
      

      
        	Charlie Sands
        	(1971–1972)
      

      
        	George Brunet
        	(1970)
      

      
        	Rex Johnston
        	(1964)
      

      
        	Jerry May
        	(1964)
      

      
        	Bob Skinner
        	(1956–1963)
      

      
        	Sid Gordon
        	(1954–1955)
      

      
        	Ralph Kiner
        	(1947–1953)
      

      
        	Jack Saltzgaver
        	(1945)
      

      
        	Al Rubeling
        	(1943–1944)
      

      
        	Huck Geary
        	(1942–1943)
      

      
        	Stu Martin
        	(1941–1942)
      

      
        	Billy Cox
        	(1941)
      

      
        	Pep Young
        	(1940)
      

    

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          MANAGERS

        
        	
      

      
        	Larry Shepard
        	(1968–1969)
      

      
        	Chick Tanner
        	(1977)
      

    

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	
          COACHES

        
        	
      

      
        	Bob Skinner
        	(1974–1976)
      

      
        	Johnny Pesky
        	(1965–1967)
      

    

  

  NUMBER RETIRED: RALPH KINER (1987)

  HALL OF FAMERS TO WEAR THE NUMBER: RALPH KINER (1975)

  FIRST PERFORMANCE WITH THE NUMBER

  4/16/1940- After taking a 6–0 lead in the season opener, the Cardinals scored four runs in the bottom of the sixth to make it close, but Pittsburgh held on for a 6–4 victory. Pep Young was one-for-three with two strikeouts as he debuted the number 4 for the franchise.

  FIRST HOME RUN WITH THE NUMBER

  5/19/1940- Thirty-two-year old veteran Pep Young was two-for-four, with a two-run homer over the left-field wall at Shibe Park against Kirby Higbe in a 6–5 loss against the Phillies. Young had three RBIs on the day, pushing his batting average over .200 to .212.

  FIRST VICTORY BY A PITCHER WITH THE NUMBER

  10/1/1970- It was the last day of the 1970 season, and the newly crowned eastern division champions were playing the St. Louis Cardinals in a meaningless game. Starter Steve Blass allowed four runs in three innings before manager Danny Murtaugh, in the fourth, called on reliever George Brunet, whom they acquired for the September pennant run from Washington. Brunet was almost perfect in three innings, allowing two hits and striking out three in what would turn out to be a 9–5 victory, in which Brunet was given his one and only victory in a Pirates uniform.

  BEST PIRATES TO WEAR THE NUMBER: (HR-RBI-AVE)

  Ralph Kiner (301–801-.280)

  It’s tough to really appreciate what was more special about Ralph Kiner, his prodigious home run records or his legendary dating prowess. On the diamond Kiner had few peers. He had the most home runs in a player’s first 1,000 games: 277 (broken by Ryan Howard; the player to reach 300 home runs the soonest; he won eight consecutive NL home run titles; hit the most home runs ever in a player’s first three, four, five, six, seven, and eight seasons in major league history, and was elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1975. He had his number retired by the Pirates in 1987, and had a statue placed inside PNC Park of his hands holding a bat while celebrating his home run titles (which was taken away to make room for a beer stand before the 2015 campaign). The only negative was that new general manager Branch Rickey traded him to the Cubs, pointing out that they finished last with him and they could do it without him! Other than the unceremonious way he left the Steel City, all his baseball marks were extremely impressive, until perhaps one compares them with the accomplishments of whom he dated. The list is a Hollywood Hall of Fame potpourri: Janet Leigh, Liz Taylor, Marilyn Monroe, Ava Gardner, and Jane Russell. The women he married included tennis star Nancy Chaffee and movie actress/swimming star Esther Williams. While it’s a close call between the two as to which is more impressive, the whole ball of wax makes him the most fascinating number 4 of all time.

  [image: images]

  Ralph Kiner (left) and Johnny Mize (right). (Photo courtesy of the Pittsburgh Pirates)

  Bob Skinner (90–462-.280)

  There were other notable players on the Pittsburgh Pirates’ 1960 world championship team—Vern Law, Dick Groat, Bill Mazeroski, and Roberto Clemente, to name a few—but make no mistake, Bob Skinner was just as important to their success as any of the others.

  A Korean War vet, Skinner eclipsed the .300 plateau three times as a Pirate, including a career-high .321 in 1958. His resume included being selected as a two-time All-Star who also received votes in the MVP race on two occasions. Skinner was a natural hitter, which served him well after his major league career was over, as a long-time hitting coach for several teams, including the Pirates, where he helped the Fam-A-Lee at the plate in 1979.

  Dale Berra (46–255-.238)

  It hurts to list Dale Berra on a “best of” list; his incredible natural talent and penchant for not fulfilling that talent should realistically land him on a “worst of” list. What this rating basically says is, aside from Skinner and Kiner, there were basically no very good number 4s in Pittsburgh Pirates history.

  A first-round pick by the Bucs in the 1975 amateur draft, the son of Hall of Fame Yankees catcher Yogi Berra made news during his career for all the wrong reasons. Implicated in the Pittsburgh cocaine trial, arrested for possession and public urination, his actions overshadowed the fact that he was a shortstop with some pop in his bat, twice hitting ten home runs and 25 doubles in a season. Like Chad Hermansen later on, he was the poster child for bad baseball, yet unlike Hermansen he is not at the top of the worst player list.

  WORST PIRATES TO WEAR THE NUMBER: (HR-RBI-AVE)

  Huck Geary- (1–15-.160)

  There were some less-than-stellar players in Major League Baseball during World War II, and then there was Eugene “Huck” Geary. A .288 hitter in the minor leagues, Geary would not approach that mark in his two seasons with the Pirates in 1942 and ’43. In 1943 he remarkably struck out only six times in 166 at bats. Unfortunately, when he made contact he wasn’t much better, hitting a mere .151. Mercifully, he never played in the majors afterward, although he served his country proudly during the war.

  Charlie Sands-(1–5-.192)

  A Newport News native, catcher Charlie Sands had the honor of winning a ring for the 1971 world champion Pittsburgh Pirates, although, as the third catcher behind Manny Sanguillen and Milt May, he did so while sitting on the bench. It wasn’t that Sands didn’t have talent; he led the Dominican League in home runs following the Bucs’ World Series campaign while showing power in the minors. Unfortunately, he was a prime example of the drawback to being selected a player in the Rule V draft and being kept on a major league roster instead of being allowed to develop in the minors, which is what happened when the Yankees took him in 1967. Regardless, had things turned out better he may have just been an afterthought instead of a notable bad player for the Bucs.
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