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Note from the Editor

“Life begins at 40,” or so the saying goes. Having crossed the 40-year threshold myself a few years
back, I take it to mean that when one reaches 40, everything gets better. Life is even more enjoyable
thanks to the stature one has achieved and the mastery one may have gained through experience. In
modern game parlance, one “levels up.”

That’s where SABR is at this moment. We’re reaching a stage where knowledge and understanding of
the game are leaping forward based on the foundations built in our earlier days. I certainly hope the 
articles gathered in this “40th anniversary” issue of the Baseball Research Journal reflect that. 

We don’t often do “themed” issues, but to celebrate our 40th, we asked for papers looking at 1971 (the
year of SABR’s founding) to the present. We hoped to encourage new contributors to try publication and
also to remind folks that the present is history in the making. If we do not record our current era, we make
the task of future historians harder. What we received ranges from pieces that reference SABR directly,
like Rick Schell’s look at how SABR and computers grew up together, to others that overlap or loosely 
coincide with the “SABR era,“ like Tim Ponisciak’s history of tabletop baseball games and Zachary 
Jendro’s article on baseball museums since 1971. The BRJ is an interdisciplinary journal, and the 
diversity of the fields represented here shows that. In addition to our expected statistical analyses and
historical/biographical pieces, one will find articles on talent selection, connectedness studies, physi-
ology, economics, and public history. 

Many of the pieces were spurred by what I call a “SABR moment.” The classic SABR moment occurs 
when one of us hears a broadcaster or another researcher say something “known,” and we think, “But
is that really true?” Baseball is full of “common wisdom“ that research reveals to be a misconception
or mistake. Our understanding of the game includes un-learning as well as learning. Joseph Werner 
examines the oft-repeated idea that it is only in the post-Ripken days that shortstops have become 
offensive players, Warren Corbett looks at the screwball and Carl Hubbell’s arm, and Frank Vaccaro
tests the assertion that the five-man rotation was an invention of the 1960s. Or ’50s. Or ’40s...

Knowledge and scholarship rarely progress in a straight line, however. Every discipline is littered with
disproven theories, outdated ideas, and abandoned lines of inquiry, but each false step is still a 
necessary step in the eventual progression. To prevent as many false steps as possible and foster 
scholarship, we’ve implemented a more rigorous system of peer review. Even in the papers that peers
approved, many reviewers provided suggestions of additional research and pointers to related work 
that improved the revisions greatly. Our peer reviewers are passionate about baseball research, and
they exemplify what SABR is about. Although we come from diverse backgrounds and have diverse 
interests, SABR folk share a passion for getting things right, and we are driven to truly try to understand
this game. 

This issue also reflects the breadth of SABR’s membership. The youngest contributor is 12, the eldest
72. They hail from nearly every geographic region of the United States and a few are from Canada. They
range from skilled amateur enthusiasts to tenured college professors to professional writers. With the
variety of history, stats, analysis, biography, and scholarship in these pages, I can’t quite say there is
“something for everyone,” but it certainly feels like “everyone” had a hand in making it happen. Happy
birthday, everyone, and may we celebrate again in another 40 years.

— Cecilia M. Tan
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When Pete Rose hustled down to first base
after rapping out base hit No. 4,192 on Sept-
ember 11, 1985, neither he nor the adoring

crowd at Cincinnati’s Riverfront Stadium knew that
their hero had already passed Ty Cobb’s revised total
of 4,189 career hits. Many baseball records are erro-
neously regarded as sacrosanct: these historic numbers
may be burned into our brains, but they are not chis-
eled in stone.

Students of the game must accept the following
basic, if troubling, precepts:

Despite the hard work and admirable precision
of baseball’s official scorers and official statisti-
cians, there are an uncounted number of
mistakes in baseball’s historical record.

Despite baseball’s long obsession with its num-
bers, specific details about its history are not
always known; in some cases, they are not even
knowable.

Baseball’s “figure filberts” (as the ink-stained wretches
in the press box used to refer to SABR members and
their antecedents) and historians have done yeoman
work in filling in missing details and correcting erro-
neous beliefs about the patrimony of our National
Pastime.

IMMORTAL PLAYERS, NOT ETERNAL RECORDS
A look at the first players enshrined in baseball’s Hall
of Fame in 1936 shows that every one of this immor-
tal quintet has seen changes to the numbers presented
as their “official statistics” since SABR was formed
four decades ago.

TY COBB: At-bats changed from 11,437 to 11,434;
Hits from 4,191 to 4,189; Batting average from
.367 to .366; RBIs from 1,933 to 1,938; Runs from
2,245 to 2,246; Stolen bases from 890 to 897.

WALTER JOHNSON: Wins changed from 413 to 417;
Losses from 277 to 279; Complete games from 532
to 531; Innings pitched from 5,923.2 to 5,914.1;
Hits allowed from 4,925 to 4,913; Walks from
1,405 to 1,363; Strikeouts from 3,499 to 3,509.

CHRISTY MATHEWSON: Wins changed from 367 to
373; Losses from 186 to 188; Shutouts from 77 to
79; Games from 634 to 636; Complete games
from 434 to 435; Innings pitched from 4,777.1 to
4,788.2; Hits allowed from 4,216 to 4,219; Walks
from 838 to 848; Strikeouts from 2,502 to 2,507.

BABE RUTH: Games changed from 2,502 to 2,503;
RBIs from 2,217 to 2,213; Walks from 2,056 to
2,062.

HONUS WAGNER: Games changed from 2,787 to
2,794; At-bats from 10,430 to 10,439; Hits from
3,415 to 3,420; Batting average from .327 to .328;
Doubles from 640 to 643; RBIs from 1,732 to
1,733; Runs from 1,736 to 1,739; Stolen bases
from 722 to 723.

The records of several other immortals who reached
Cooperstown in the next three elections have been
changed as well.

GROVER ALEXANDER:Wins changed from 374 to 373;
Shutouts from 88 to 90; Games started from 598
to 600; Complete games from 439 to 437; Innings
pitched from 5,189.1 to 5,190; walks from 953 to
951; strikeouts from 2,199 to 2,198.

EDDIE COLLINS: Games changed from 2,825 to
2,826; Hits from 3,310 to 3,315; Doubles from 437
to 438; RBIs from 1,299 to 1,300; Runs from 1,817
to 1,821; Stolen bases from 743 to 741.

LOU GEHRIG: Games changed from 2,163 to 2,164;
Doubles from 535 to 534; Triples from 162 to 163;
RBIs from 1,990 to 1,995.
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GEORGE SISLER: Games changed from 2,054 to
2,055; At-bats from 8,262 to 8,267; Hits from
2,811 to 2,812; Triples from 165 to 164; Home
runs from 99 to 102; Runs from 1,283 to 1,284.

TRIS SPEAKER: At-bats from 10,205 to 10,195; Bat-
ting average from.344 to .345; Doubles from 793
to 792; Triples from 224 to 222; Home runs from
115 to 117; RBIs from 1,527 to 1,529; Runs from
1,881 to 1,882.

CY YOUNG: Wins changed from 509 to 511; Won-
Lost percentage from .617 to .618; Games started
from 816 to 815; Complete games from 750 to
749; Shutouts from 77 to 76.

Some other changes are worth noting, including two 
of much more recent vintage. 

ROGER MARIS & MICKEY MANTLE: In 1961, Roger Maris
of the Yankees was mistakenly credited with a
run batted in. The change dropped his season
total from 142 to 141 and meant that Maris was
no longer the American League’s sole RBI leader
that year, but instead was tied with Baltimore’s
Jim Gentile. Maris had also been thought to have
been tied with teammate Mickey Mantle for the
AL lead in runs scored that same year. But 
Mantle had been incorrectly awarded a run, 
leaving him with 131 runs after adjustment, one
shy of Maris’s league-leading 132. The Mantle 
& Maris changes were not made by MLB until
2008 even though they had been known about
for more than a decade. 

TED WILLIAMS: Two additional walks found for Ted
Williams in 1941 raised his league-leading total
from 145 to 147. The two 1941 walks, plus one
found in 1951, raised his career total from 2,018
to 2,021.

OLD HOSS RADBOURN: Radbourn holds the record for
most wins in a season with 59 in 1884. In 1971,
his win total was thought to be 60. However, 
because an uncredited win for Radbourn was dis-
covered in 1889 (giving him 20 that year rather
than 19), his 309 career wins remain unchanged.
Radbourn’s career losses total did change from
195 to 194, though.

HACK WILSON: Hack Wilson holds the single-season
major league record for most runs batted in. 

Wilson was thought to have driven home 190 for 
the 1930 Chicago Cubs, but an additional RBI 
discovered in the second game of a July 28 double-
header that year has upped that total to 191. 

If you think that list is impressive, there’s a lot more to
come. Internet and Web access, combined with the
digitization of source material and Retrosheet’s
ground-breaking publication of play-by-play accounts,
box scores, and game logs, has greatly accelerated the
process of researching and verifying mistakes in the
official records. Indefatigable SABR members like Trent
McCotter and Herm Krabbenhoft are investigating
many other apparent discrepancies. For the specifics
of Krabbenhoft’s current campaign, which affects Lou
Gehrig, Hank Greenberg, and the AL single-season RBI
record, check out his amazingly scrupulous articles in
this BRJ and the previous volume.

While a high school student, McCotter decided to
begin a game-by-game review of Ty Cobb’s career. He
found mistakes in five or more games in the “Georgia
Peach’s” official batting stats in important categories
like at-bats, runs, walks, stolen bases, and RBIs,
mostly from 1905–1917. (Some of these errors com-
pensate for others, and other errors may well be
discovered later in Cobb’s career, so the net effects are
not known yet.) 

McCotter believes the number of mistakes in
Cobb’s RBI numbers is probably much higher, but this

The Baseball Research Journal, October, 2011
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The venerable Cy Young’s win total was revised from 509 games to 511.
Although he gained two wins, he lost one shutout and one complete game.
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is much harder to verify. He also found 31 cases where
Cobb’s fielding position was listed incorrectly in the
official daily stats, mostly the wrong place in the out-
field—they wouldn’t show up in the seasonal totals
that reported only “Games in the Outfield.”

AMATEUR VS. PROFESSIONAL
McCotter and Krabbenhoft are both amateurs and
SABR members—indeed, virtually all of the important
work being done in this field is by amateurs. While
more prolific than most, they are otherwise typical of
the type of amateurs that SABR has historically helped
and also produced. Professionals occasionally assist
these dogged researchers, and professional baseball
writers, historians, and statisticians certainly benefit
from the fruit of these amateurs’ labors. Far more
often, though, SABR’s corps of expert amateurs is
called upon to help the pros when they’re looking to
get things right.

Merriam-Webster.com gives three definitions for the
word amateur: devotee, admirer; one who engages in a
pursuit, study, science, or sport as a pastime rather
than as a profession; one lacking in experience and
competence in an art or science.

The devoted sleuths who spend their nights, week-
ends, holidays, and vacations pursuing these issues
definitely qualify as amateurs according to sense No. 1
above. Definition No. 2 is also spot-on, as most are not
getting paid to do the legwork and don’t expect their
work to have any monetary value.

Definition No. 3 is sometimes unfairly used to dis-
parage this corps of researchers, hurled to draw the
focus away from the merits of their work. 

PERSPICACITY PLUS PERSPIRATION
Lest anyone think that this efflorescence of records-al-
tering historiography is a function of a new generation
of statistical Maoists bent on an agate-type cultural rev-
olution, consider the wisdom of SABR’s founders four
decades ago. SABR’s Records Committee was formed
by the young organization’s directors in 1975, with the
mandate “to establish an accurate set of records for or-
ganized baseball.” A tall order, indeed, but one that
SABR has subsequently strived mightily to fulfill.

In 1993, Lyle Spatz (then and now chair of SABR’s
Records Committee) wrote:

Over the years, researchers have uncovered many
errors and inconsistencies in baseball’s historical
record. These errors are of two major types: (1)
those errors that deal with accomplishments, pos-
itive or negative, that have been accepted as

major league or individual league records: the
most, the highest, the fewest, the lowest, etc., or
(2) errors in the yearly and lifetime records of an
individual, or a team…

For the overwhelming mass of individual, team,
and league statistics, these publications are in
agreement and are correct. However, baseball’s
record-keeping has not always been so meticu-
lous as it is today. This is particularly true of the
game’s early years. There are numerous cases 
of omissions, transpositions, double-counting, 
addition errors, and... illegibility... that occurred
at the original source (in the accounting of indi-
vidual games), or in the league’s accounting at
year’s end.

Other mistakes have come about as a result of
the work done in the compilation of the ency-
clopedias and record books, some as a result of
putting together the Information Concepts Cor-
poration [sic] (ICI) data in the 1960s. ICI data
were collected for those years and categories for
which official sheets were not available, and to-
gether with those official sheets formed the data
base for the encyclopedias. Assembling these
volumes is such an enormous undertaking, that
it is not surprising that errors occurred. This is
in no way a criticism of those responsible for
these publications; that there are so few errors is
to their everlasting credit. We cannot emphasize
that strongly enough. Those of us who do base-
ball research understand how great a debt we
owe them.

The players affected by the changes that we have
made range from fringe players to Hall-of-Famers.
In some cases we have dealt with icons of the
game, men such as Walter Johnson, Tris Speaker,
and Lou Gehrig. Their accomplishments are leg-
endary, and certain numbers associated with
them are so imbedded in the memory of baseball
fans that some think it sacrilegious to alter them.
Those of us who attempt to do so are accused of
being “fanatical crusaders,” more obsessed with
statistics than with the “romance” of the game.
Nothing could be further from the truth. Each
person who has contributed to this study has
loved the game since childhood and continues to
do so. It is inconceivable that anyone who didn’t
love baseball would devote as much time to
studying it as we do. But as Aristotle said of his
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mentor, “Plato is dear to me, but dearer still is
truth.” That is basically what we are, seekers of
truth, not for the purpose of inflating or deflating
the accomplishments of one player at the expense
of another, but to ensure that each player’s ac-
complishments are accounted for as accurately as
possible.

Thus, the purpose... is not one of revolution, but
rather of evolution. We want to make the historic
record a little more accurate, and a little more
consistent.

The people responsible for the research... have
pored over old newspapers, guides, official
records, and ICI records. They have looked at
miles of microfilm, from a variety of sources,
searching through box scores and comparing
game accounts. In all cases, they adhered to the
scoring rules and customs of the day. As previ-
ously stated, only in very few cases did they find
what seemed to be a demonstrable error...

We fail to see how clinging to a number that is
obviously wrong adds to the “romance” of the
game, or how accepting a correct one detracts
from it.... Therefore we offer these corrections
and reconciliations in a spirit of collegiality and
cooperation. We trust that they will be received in
the same way...

THE LEGACY OF SABR
SABR was founded two years after the momentous
debut of the Macmillan Baseball Encyclopedia, made
possible by the Herculean efforts of David Neft and 
Information Concepts Incorporated (ICI). Neft would
become SABR member No. 74 in November 1971.

The table below details just how much baseball’s
statistical landscape has changed since that watershed
year. Everyone named in it is a stalwart SABR member,
and SABR provided an invaluable framework for their
pioneering work. While you might scoff at the value 
of knowing how many sacrifice bunts individual 

pitchers allowed in 1912, your understanding of 
the careers of all-time greats like Cy Young, Christy
Mathewson, Walter Johnson, and Pete Alexander is
framed by SABR members’ contributions.

Moreover, it is not an overstatement to say that 
the addition by Pete Palmer (SABR member No. 27) of 
On-Base Percentage to the roster of official batting 
statistics would eventually alter the way the modern
game is played. 

The appointment of baseball historian, SABR con-
frere, and former Total Baseball encyclopedia co-editor
John Thorn as the second official historian for Major
League Baseball in March 2011 will also likely affect
the landscape in the future. MLB created its official his-
torian position in 1999 and appointed veteran Chicago
sportswriter and SABR member Jerome Holtzman to
fill it. 

Holtzman had revamped the Grand Old Game’s
canon of pitching statistics in 1969 when he persuaded
baseball to officially adopt his Save statistic—which
would ultimately completely rearrange pitcher usage
and the composition of pitching staffs. Other than a
paradoxical decision to reverse longstanding practice
by counting walks as outs in 1876 and walks as hits in
1887, Holtzman’s reign until his death in 2008 did not
affect the status quo ante.

OBP—along with Palmer’s later analytical devel-
opment of OPS (On-Base Plus Slugging)—funda-
mentally rewired the way we perceive baseball 
offense. The analytical innovations of seminal writer
and analyst Bill James (SABR member No. 407, who
became famous in the early 1980s for his revolution-
ary and bestselling Baseball Abstract), combined with 
the masterworks of Messrs. Palmer and Thorn (The
Hidden Game of Baseball and Total Baseball) later 
that decade, popularized sabermetrics—a neologism
coined by James—and laid the foundation for what
would become known as “Moneyball.” 

During the four decades of the SABR era, the Soci-
ety and many of its members—titans in the fields of
baseball history, research, and analysis—have truly
rewritten baseball’s legendary “book.” �

The Baseball Research Journal, October, 2011
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Table 1. Official Statistical Categories Added Since the Start of the SABR Era in 1971

New stat/ Other Major
first year AL NL Leagues* Notes

Added by Pete Palmer while working for official 
AL statisticians; AL calculation originally did not 

On-Base Percentage 1979 1982 count SF as outs
Games at DH 1973 NA PH for DH counted in DH stats
Games Started at Pos 1991 1991 Defensive innings at position still not official stat
Total Batters Faced 1974 [1912] AL published AB vs. pitchers prior to 1974

Prior to 1981 AL ERA title controversy, thirds of 
innings were kept in source data but rouned to 

1/3 of Innings Pitched 1982 1982 whole IP in official stats

Official Statistics Filled In During SABR Era Primary Researchers
HBP (batters) 1901–1908 1887–1908 1884–1891 AA; 

1914–1915 FL John Schwartz et al.
HBP (batters) 1909–1919 1909-1916 Alex Haas
Caught Stealing 1927 Pete Palmer et al.
Sac Hits (vs. pitchers) 1912 Palmer et al.
Strikeouts (batters) 1901–1912 1897–1909 Jonathan Frankel et al.
Runs Batted In 1885–1887, 1890 AA Palmer et al.

1882–1891 AA, Joe Wayman, who also corrected many mistakes 
Shutouts (combination) 1901–1911 1876–1902 1884 UA, 1890 PL in existing shutout stats

1882–1891 AA, 
Triple plays (teams) 1901–1919 1876–1911 1884 UA, 1890 PL Ray Gonzalez, Jim Smith, & Herm Krabbenhoft

1882–1891 AA, 
Triple plays (fielders) 1901–1927 1876–1929 1884 UA, 1890 PL Gonzalez, Smith, & Krabbenhoft

1905, 1907, 
Passed Balls (catchers) 1912–1924 Palmer et al.
Sac Flies (vs. pitchers) 1954 Palmer et al.

1882–1891 AA, 
Games Finished 1901–1912 1876–1919 1884 UA, 1890 PL Neil Munro

Notes
* AA = American Association; UA = Union Association; PL = Players League; FL = Federal League
While not filling in missing data, Frank Williams reviewed all AL pitching stats for 1901-1919 and corrected a great many errors, 
thus greatly improving their accuracy.
While the National Association (1871-1875) is not officially a major league, most NA stats were filled in by Bob Tiemann 
and Bob Richardson during the SABR era. 
John Tattersall, SABR member No. 18, compiled most of the stats for the 1876-1890 NL just before SABR was founded.



One Thousand, Nine Hundred, Ninety. Nine-
teen-Ninety-One. One-Nine-Nine-Five. Nineteen
Hundred, Ninety-Six. One can find all these dif-

ferent numbers for Lou Gehrig’s lifetime Runs Batted
In (RBIs), depending where one looks. Which, if any,
of those numbers—1,990, 1,991, 1,995, or 1,996—is
correct?

THE PROBLEM
The Howe News Bureau served as the official statisti-
cian for the American League from 1912 through 1972.
According to the official Day-By-Day (DBD) baseball
records (ledgers) compiled by Howe, after having
played in his final game in The Big Show on April 30,
1939, Lou Gehrig had accumulated a total of 1,990
RBIs.1 This sum can be calculated by adding up the
RBIs credited to him on the official DBD sheets over
the course of his career. (See Chart 1.)

Chart 1. Lou Gehrig’s Official RBI Record (1923–1939)
Year RBI
1923 9
1924 5
1925 68
1926 107
1927 175
1928 142
1929 126
1930 174
1931 184
1932 151
1933 139
1934 165
1935 119
1936 152
1937 159
1938 114
1939 1
Total 1,990

Unfortunately, as has been demonstrated innumerable
times, there are errors in the official DBD records.2 So,
it’s not inconceivable that Gehrig’s official RBI record
could be compromised with errors—which, when dis-
covered and corrected, could be responsible for the

differing RBI totals given for Gehrig. Each of the 
numbers—1,990, 1,991, 1,995, and 1,996—appears as
Gehrig’s lifetime RBI total in at least one edition of The
Elias Book of Baseball Records, published annually
since 1972 by the Elias Sports Bureau, the official stat-
istician for Major League Baseball since 1987 (and for
the National League since 1923). Significantly, every
edition of The Elias Book of Baseball Records has been
edited by longtime SABR member Seymour Siwoff.

Here is the chronology for Gehrig’s lifetime RBI
numbers presented in the various editions of The Elias
Book of Baseball Records since SABR’s founding:

1,991 RBIs. In the 1973 edition (page 25), Gehrig is listed
as being the holder of the American League record for
most lifetime RBIs with 1,991. The 1,991 lifetime RBI
number for Gehrig is also listed in each annual edition
of The Little Red Book of Baseball, 1940 through 1963.
This publication, also put out by Elias, was the direct
precursor of The Elias Book of Baseball Records and
was edited by Siwoff 1953–1971.

1,990 RBIs. Beginning in 1974 and continuing through
1995, The Elias Book of Baseball Records lists Gehrig
with 1,990 RBIs.

1,995 RBIs. Then from 1996 through 2006, Gehrig‘s total
is listed as 1,995 RBIs.

1,996 RBIs. The Elias Book of Baseball Records from 2007
through 2011 gives Gehrig 1,996 RBIs.

Thus it appears that Siwoff and his colleagues at Elias
have discovered some RBI errors in the official records
and made appropriate changes to Gehrig’s lifetime RBI
number. Now, Gehrig’s lifetime RBIs should be equal
to the sum of the RBIs he earned in each season, right?
This raises the following question: for which indivi-
dual seasons have RBI errors been discovered in
Gehrig’s official DBD records? 

While The Elias Book of Baseball Records does not
include season-by-season RBI statistics for individual
players, it does contain a list of the players who led
their league in RBIs for each season from 1920 for-
ward. (1920 is the starting season because 1920 was
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the first year that RBIs were recorded on the official
scoresheets; there are no official RBI records prior to
1920.) Since Gehrig led the AL in RBIs in five seasons
(1927, 1928, 1930, 1931, and 1934), one can begin by
checking the various editions of The Elias Book of
Baseball Records to hunt for changes in Gehrig’s RBI
numbers for those five years.

As it turns out, four of the five years show no
change. The 1927, 1930, 1931, and 1934 seasons show
175, 174, 184, and 165 RBIs, respectively, suggesting
that Elias found no net RBI errors in the official records
for those years. But for 1928, Elias has twice made
changes in Gehrig’s league-leading RBI figure:

• In The Little Red Book of Baseball from 1932
through 1971, and The Elias Book of Baseball
Records from 1972 through 2006, Lou Gehrig and
Babe Ruth are listed as the co-leaders for most
RBIs in the AL with 142. (The 1932 edition was
the first to present the annual leaders in RBIs.)

• In the 2007 edition of The Elias Book of Baseball
Records, Gehrig becomes the sole AL leader for
1928 with 145 RBIs.

• Then, beginning with the 2008 edition, Gehrig
gains one more, to be listed as the sole leader in
RBIs for the AL in 1928 with 146.

While Elias has presented four different values for
Gehrig’s career total RBIs and three different figures for
the 1928 campaign, they provide no explanation for the
changes. Such information is exceedingly important to
the research community, and its availability would
allow others the opportunity to independently verify or
refute the changes/corrections made by Elias.

Taking into account only the information presented
for Gehrig in The Elias Book of Baseball Records since
2008—1,996 career RBIs and 146 RBIs in the 1928 
season—compared with his former totals of 1,990 and
142, this adds six RBIs to his career and four to his
1928 total. Therefore, Elias must have also found a net
increase of two RBIs in Gehrig’s other major league
seasons. The question is which?

Since Seymour Siwoff is a good friend of mine, I
asked him to provide this information. However, as is
his right, Seymour chose to not provide me with any
details of the changes Elias authorized in Gehrig’s RBI
record.3 So, I had to come up with another way to 
ascertain the correct numbers for Gehrig’s RBI record.

THE SEARCH
The most rigorous approach to ascertaining the cor-
rect value for Gehrig’s lifetime RBIs is to obtain the
complete details for each run scored by the Yankees in
all 2,164 games that Gehrig played. That’s a monu-
mental task, but a doable task. And the task is made
much more doable because over the past 40 years
SABR members have already corrected some errors in
the official DBD records, Gehrig’s included.

For example, in the 1992 version of the Franklin Big
League Baseball Encyclopedia (the baseball encyclope-
dia formatted in a “hand-held calculator”), Gehrig’s
batting record shows 1,995 RBIs for his career—i.e., five
RBIs more than that given in his official DBD records.
Franklin shows Gehrig with 112 RBI for the 1926 cam-
paign, five more than the official records. When one
enters “PETE PALMER” in Franklin, the following text 
appears: “PETE PALMER PROVIDED THE DATABASE AND, WITH

THE SABR, THE RESEARCH.” Pete Palmer, a longtime SABR
member, credits Ray Gonzalez and Bob Davids, two of
SABR’s founders, with contributing research to support
the changes he made in Gehrig’s RBI record. 

The revised RBI information for Gehrig’s 1926 
season (112 RBIs) and his career (1,995 RBIs) is also
included in the third edition (1993) of Total Baseball
edited by Palmer and fellow SABR member John
Thorn. The first two editions of Total Baseball (pub-
lished in 1989 and 1991) present 107 RBIs for Gehrig’s
1926 season and 1,990 RBIs for his career (the same
values provided by Gehrig’s official DBD records). But
the fourth through the eighth editions of Total Base-
ball (1995–2004) each list Gehrig with 112 RBIs in
1926 and 1,995 RBIs for his career.

Many other publications have adopted Palmer’s
changes to Gehrig’s RBI record. (See Chart 2.)
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Chart 2. Publications which adopted Palmer’s change in Gehrig’s lifetime RBIs to 1,995 RBIs.
Years listing Years listing Years listing Years listing

Publication 1,991 RBIs 1,990 RBIs 1,995 RBIs 1,996 RBIs
Sports Encyclopedia Baseball 1981–1993 1994–2007*
The Sporting News Baseball Record Book Through 1972 1973–1994 1995–2008*
Little Red Book of Baseball & Elias Book of Baseball Records 1940–1963, 1973 1974–1995 1996–2006 2007–present
New York Yankees Media Guide Through 1999 2000–2008 2009–present
Baseball Hall of Fame Yearbook Through 2001 2002–2008, 2011 2009–2010
* Last year of publication.



Several prominent baseball websites also present
Gehrig’s career batting statistics. As of this writing 
(1 September 2011), each of these websites shows
Gehrig with 1,995 RBIs for his ML career: SABR.org, 
Baseball-Reference.com, Retrosheet.org, Baseball-Alma-
nac.com,  MLB.com, Baseballhall.org.

Palmer’s discovery of five additional RBIs for Lou
Gehrig in 1926 has clearly reverberated to numerous
presentations of Gehrig’s batting record, but that still
does not answer our question: which specific games in
1926 had missing RBIs in the official DBD records?
Pete was pleased to provide the following dates:4

25 Jun 1926 (second game) + 1 RBI
19 Sep 1926 + 3 RBI
25 Sep 1926 (first game) + 1 RBI

Pete also included this advisory statement: “But re-
member, there are a lot of RBI errors, a lot more than
we thought at the time the Gehrig corrections [were]
made, so that the current stats have many more 
mistakes.”5

Proceeding to the game accounts provided in vari-
ous relevant newspapers, I determined unequivocally
the complete details for each run the Yankees scored in
those three games. (See the Supplemental Material on
the SABR website for all the details.) For the second
game on 25 June 1926, from the account in the New
York Times, it could be interpreted that Gehrig batted
in two runs (not one run as given in the official DBD
records). However, according to the more detailed ac-
counts given in the Boston Globe and the New York
World, it is unmistakable that Gehrig had just one RBI.
Thus, the official record is correct for Gehrig having
one RBI in the 25 June game. For the other two games,
the newspaper accounts incontrovertibly show that
Gehrig had four RBIs (not one) in the second game on
19 September 1926, and one RBI (not zero) in the first
game on 25 September 1926. So at this point Gehrig
actually had four more RBIs rather than five in those
three games.

But that’s not the complete RBI story for Gehrig’s
1926 season. Pete himself indicated in his comment
that there are more errors to be found. Indeed, in 2005,
SABR member Trent McCotter discovered RBI errors in
the official record for Babe Ruth for 1926. Trent re-
ported his findings in the February 2005 issue of
SABR’s Baseball Records Committee Newsletter.6 He
subsequently found, in collaboration with Pete Palmer
and fellow SABR member Keith Carlson, that there
were RBI errors affecting more than 200 player-games
in the 1926 season—the common denominator being

that they were all from AL games played in St. Louis
between 7 August and 26 September.7 During this 
period, the official scorer erroneously entered the
number of earned-runs-scored rather than number of
runs-batted-in in the column designated for RBIs; runs-
batted-in stats were not entered at all. Trent, Pete, 
and Keith found three more 1926 games with Gehrig
RBI errors:

25 Sep 1926 (second game) - 1 RBI
26 Sep 1926 (first game) - 1 RBI
26 Sep 1926 (second game) + 1 RBI

From the game accounts in relevant newspapers, I de-
termined unequivocally the complete details for each
run the Yankees scored in those three games, corrob-
orating the findings of Palmer, McCotter, and Carlson.
Thus, Gehrig actually had one RBI (not two) in the
second game on 25 September 1926, zero RBIs (not
one) in the first game on 26 September 1926, and two
RBIs (not one) in the second game on 26 September
1926. So, Gehrig actually had one fewer RBI in these
three games than indicated in the official records. And
based upon my examination of all six questioned
games discussed so far, Gehrig has a net gain of three
RBIs over the official DBD records.

But are there any other 1926 games with RBI errors
involving Gehrig? I contacted longtime SABR member
Dave Smith (founder and President of Retrosheet) and
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For more than a month in 1926, an official scorer in St. Louis erroneously
recorded the number of earned runs instead of RBIs, affecting the stats
of many players, including Lou Gehrig.
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asked him if he would be able to please provide the
as-yet-unpublished and un-proofed Retrosheet Play-
By-Play (PBP) Accounts for 1926. Dave graciously did,
emphasizing that the PBP accounts were not yet
proofed, there are some games for which Retrosheet
does not yet have PBP accounts, and for some of the
games the PBP accounts are incomplete (for example,
only up through the top of the sixth inning).8

Armed with the Retrosheet PBP information, I as-
sembled the exact details for each run scored by the
1926 Yankees, including three key facts about each one: 

(a) the player who scored the run; 

(b) the run-scoring event (e.g., 2-RBI single, 1-RBI
groundout, 1-RBI batter safe on error, 0-RBI
batter safe on error, 1-RBI bases-loaded walk,
0-RBI balk, etc.); 

(c) the player who completed his at bat during the
run-scoring event. 

For the 34 games for which Retrosheet does not yet
have PBP accounts and for the 13 games for which the
Retrosheet PBP accounts are not yet complete I relied
on accounts given in relevant newspapers.9

I discovered four more games with relevant errors:

24 May 1926: 1 RBI (not 0) + 1 RBI
30 May 1926: 0 RBIs (not 1) - 1 RBI
29 Jul 1926: 4 RBIs (not 3) + 1 RBI
15 Sep 1926: 0 RBIs (not 1) - 1 RBI

So, overall for the 1926 season, there are nine games
with errors in Lou Gehrig’s official RBI record. Lou
Gehrig actually had 110 RBIs, not 107, a net increase of
three RBIs. 

Let’s return now to the 1928 season—for which 
Siwoff lists Gehrig with 146 RBIs, four more than the
official DBD records. The only other publication of
which I’m aware that shows Gehrig with 146 RBIs in
1928 is the 2011 edition of the New York Yankees Media
Guide; all of the other publications and websites men-
tioned have 142.

Dave Smith again graciously provided the unpub-
lished (and unproofed) Retrosheet PBP accounts for
142 of the 154 1928 Yankees games.10 Again I exam-
ined newspaper game accounts to fill in missing details
and compared the apparent RBIs in the PBP data with
the official DBD records—I found that there are seven
games in which there are discrepancies in the RBIs
credited to Gehrig; see the Supplemental Material for

the details.11 Indeed, examination of multiple inde-
pendent newspaper accounts for each of these seven
games reveals that in each instance the official DBD
records are wrong:

18 Apr 1928—1 RBI (not 0) + 1 RBI 
10 May 1928—0 RBIs (not 1) - 1 RBI 
28 Jun 1928—1 RBI (not 0) + 1 RBI 
6 Aug 1928—1 RBI (not 0) + 1 RBI 
7 Aug 1928—2 RBIs (not 1) + 1 RBI 
9 Sep 1928 (first game)—1 RBI (not 0) + 1 RBI 
16 Sep 1928—1 RBI (not 0) + 1 RBI 

Thus, the net gain for Gehrig is five more RBIs in 1928.
Were any of these RBI errors in Gehrig’s official

DBD records independently discovered by Siwoff?
Were any of these corrections independently incorpo-
rated by Siwoff when crediting Gehrig with 146 RBIs in
his AL-leading 1928 season? And has Elias found and
corrected RBI errors for Gehrig in any other games in
1928? We don’t know. But it could have. For example,
in addition to the RBI errors found for Gehrig in the
seven games cited above, there is one other game in
which the Iron Horse could/should be entitled to 
another RBI—the second game of the double header
between the Yankees and the Tigers on 26 July 1928,
in Detroit. This is one of the games for which Retro-
sheet does not yet have any PBP information. In this
game, New York scored a total of 10 runs: two runs in
the first inning, five runs in the sixth, and three runs
in the seventh. The box score provided in the New York
Times gives the following information for those play-
ers who were credited with scoring a run and/or
batting in a run: 

Combs 1 run and 1 RBI
Ruth 3 runs and 1 RBI
Gehrig 1 run and 1 RBI
Lazzeri 2 runs and 1 RBI
Dugan 1 run and 0 RBI
Grabowski 0 runs and 1 RBI
Johnson 1 run and 2 RBIs

This matches the official DBD records for these play-
ers. But it does not match the text account given in
The (New York) Evening World. Here is the first inning:

Combs doubled. Warner threw out Meusel. Combs
remained at second. Ruth tripled, scoring Combs.
Tavener fumbled Gehrig’s grounder, Ruth scor-
ing. Lazzeri hit into a double play, Gehringer to
Tavener to McManus.
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Likewise, The World has the following accounts to 
consider:

First Inning: “Combs doubled to left centre to put
the team in motion and, after Meusel had expired,
scored on a triple by Ruth, who scored on a boot
by Tavener. 

Seventh Inning: The Yanks pulled up close in the
seventh when they knocked Van Gilder out and
scored three runs on a pass to Ruth, a double 
by Gehrig and singles by Lazzeri, Koenig, and
Robertson, the last a pinch hitter for Dugan.

Meanwhile, the text account given in the Detroit Times
corroborates that two of the Yankees’ 10 runs were
scored when Gehrig was the batter. Here’s what the
Detroit Times reporter, Bert Walker, wrote: 

First Inning: Combs began by doubling off the
scoreboard and after [third baseman] Warner
had thrown out Meusel, Ruth’s triple to right
counted Combs, and Ruth tallied while [short-
stop] Tavener was fumbling Gehrig’s grounder.

Seventh Inning: Ruth drew a pass at the start and
Gehrig sent him hoofing it home with a double to
left. Lazzeri’s single to left counted Gehrig.
Koenig singled to left, putting Lazzeri on third.
Holloway then replaced Vangilder and Robertson,
batting for Dugan, singled Lazzeri in.

From the above descriptions, it is unmistakable that
Gehrig deserves credit for one RBI in his seventh-
inning at bat—Gehrig’s double batted in Ruth who
was on first base. But what about the first-inning run
that Ruth scored—“while Tavener was fumbling
Gehrig’s grounder”—does Gehrig deserve credit for
batting in Ruth from third base?

A pretty strong case can be made that Gehrig also
deserves credit for one RBI in his first-inning at bat.
Had Tavener fielded the ball and tossed it to first,
Gehrig would have been retired for the second out;
and Ruth, who was on third base, would have scored,
with Gehrig receiving credit for batting in Ruth. The
fact that Tavener fumbled Gehrig’s grounder, which 
allowed Gehrig to reach first base on the error, had no
effect on whether or not Ruth scored—Ruth was going
to score on Gehrig’s grounder to short, whether
Tavener fielded it cleanly or not. Accordingly, Gehrig
should have received credit for batting in Ruth in the
first inning—error or no error.

Indeed, the official scoring rules have clearly stated
this for decades. Since 1931, the official scoring rules
have included this statement: “With less than two out,
if an error is made on a play on which a runner from
third would ordinarily score, credit the batsman with
a Run Batted In.” However, from 1920 through 1930,
the only mention the rulebook gives on RBIs is 
Rule 86, Section 8, which states: “The Summary shall
contain: The number of runs batted in by each bats-
man.” (See Supplemental Material for a complete recap
of all RBI-related sections of the official rules.)

That’s it. From 1920 through 1930, the entire scor-
ing rule regarding runs batted in consisted of that
nine-word directive. Since no official definition of a
run batted in was given, each official scorer was es-
sentially permitted to establish his own definition—
which could change.

Whether or not the Elias Sports Bureau decided
that Gehrig should receive credit for batting in Ruth in
the first inning of the second game of the double-
header on 26 July 1928, is unknown (by me) at this
time. But it certainly could have. I believe giving Gehrig
credit for batting in Ruth in that first inning is the 
statistically-correct action to take. He would have 
received credit for that RBI according to the rules in
effect explicitly since 1931, and perhaps implicitly 
before that. 

In fact, the 1928 official DBD records do credit
Gehrig with one RBI in the game on 24 June 1928 for
driving in a run even though he was safe at first on a
fielding error. With one out in the first inning, with
Koenig on third and Ruth on second, Gehrig grounded
to Regan, the Boston second baseman, who fielded 
the ball and made a wild throw to first base; Gehrig
was safe at first and both Koenig and Ruth scored,
Gehrig getting credit for one RBI (Koenig) while Ruth
tallied on the error. Based on that precedent, Gehrig
should be credited with two RBIs in the game in ques-
tion on 26 July 1928. (See the “Discussion” section for
an opposing opinion.)

At this point we know specific details for the errors
in the official RBI record—and their corrections—for
Lou Gehrig in 1926 and 1928—110 RBIs (not 107) and
148 RBIs (not 142), respectively. What about Colum-
bia Lou’s other major league seasons? I again prevailed
upon Retrosheet, focusing on the first eight years of
his major league career (1923–1930) and used as-yet-
unpublished and unproofed Retrosheet PBP accounts
for Gehrig’s games for the 1923–1925, 1927, and
1929–1930 seasons.12

Here is a summary of what I found from the games
I was able to verify. (Full details and description are
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given in the Supplemental Material on the SABR 
website.)

1923 29 Sep 1923: 0 RBIs (not 1) - 1 RBI 

1925 18 Apr 1925—1 RBI (not 0) + 1 RBI 
24 Jun 1925—0 RBIs (not 1 RBI) - 1 RBI 
30 Jun 1925—1 RBI (not 2) - 1 RBI 
08 Sep 1925—1 RBI (not 0) + 1 RBI 

1927 17 Aug 1927—0 RBIs (not 1 RBI) - 1 RBI 
25 Aug 1927—4 RBIs (not 3) + 1 RBI 
05 Sep 1927 (first game)—3 RBIs (not 4) - 1 RBI 
07 Sep 1927—2 RBIs (not 3) -1 RBI

1929 28 Apr 1929—0 RBIs (not 1 RBI) - 1 RBI 
28 May 1929—2 RBIs (not 1 RBI) + 1 RBI 
03 Jul 1929—0 RBIs (not 1 RBI) - 1 RBI 
04 Jul 1929 (first game)—1 RBI (not 0) + 1 RBI 
19 Jul 1929 (first game)—2 RBIs (not 3) - 1 RBI 

1930 03 Jun 1930—0 RBIs (not 1 RBI) - 1 RBI 
09 Jun 1930—1 RBI (not 2) - 1 RBI 
10 Jul 1930—1 RBI (not 0 RBIs] + 1 RBI 

We must emphasize here that every edition of The
Elias Book of Baseball Records shows Gehrig as the RBI
leader for 1927 with 145 and 1930 with 175; neither
figure is correct. 

SUMMARY
From 1923 through 1930, the Iron Horse played in a
total of 921 games. Retrosheet presently has complete
(although unproofed) PBP information for 734 of those
games. From my comprehensive examination of that
information, I determined that there are 20 games with
RBI errors in the official records. For each of the other
187 games, I examined numerous relevant newspaper
accounts and ascertained that there are at least 14
games with RBI errors in the official records. I must
emphatically point out that there could be additional
RBI errors, as well, because I was unable to obtain
complete details for all of the runs scored and batted
in for three games: 

28 Sep 1923
04 Jul 1929 (second game)
22 May 1930 (second game)

However based on the data we do have (see Supple-
mental Material for details), it is appropriate to
consider the RBIs credited to Gehrig in these three
games in the official baseball records as being 
correct.

Chart 3 provides a complete list of the 34 RBI errors
discovered—and corrected—in Lou Gehrig’s official
baseball record for the 1923–1930 seasons. Also pro-
vided is the relevant information for Gehrig’s
teammates who have RBI errors directly connected
with Gehrig’s RBI errors. 

DISCUSSION
There are three main topics that need discussion:

(1) the reliability of the RBI information for Lou
Gehrig presented in this article; 

(2) the consequences of effecting the corrections
of the errors in Gehrig’s official RBI record;

(3) the implementation of the corrections in
Gehrig’s RBI record.

According to my research, as indicated in Chart 3,
there are 34 games in which the official baseball
records have erroneous RBI statistics for Lou Gehrig
during the first eight years of his major league career
(1923–1930). For five of these games (Lines 10–14),
Pete Palmer, Trent McCotter, and Keith Carlson 
discovered—and corrected—the RBI errors. I have in-
dependently corroborated each of those errors and
their corrections.
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The errors in the record would not be so obvious were
Gehrig not the league RBI leader in 1927, 1928, and 1930. 
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Chart 3. RBI Errors and Corrections in Lou Gehrig’s Official Baseball Record, 1923–1930
RBI Gehrig Gehrig
Error RBI RBI Other RBI RBI Supporting
No. Y M D G# Opp (off) (act) Players (off) (act) Ret2 Documentation
1 1923 Sep 29 2 BOS* 1 0 Bob Shawkey 0 1 (R) NYT-BG-BH-BP
2 1925 Apr 18 BOS 0 1 — — — R NYT-NYHT-BG-BH-BP
3 1925 Jun 24 WAS* 1 0 — — — NYT-NYHT-WP
4 1925 Jun 30 BOS* 2 1 — — — R NYT-NYHT-BG-BH-BP
5 1925 Sep 08 2 BOS* 0 1 Bob Meusel 1 0 R NYT-NYHT-BG-BH-BP
6 1926 May 24 BOS* 0 1 Babe Ruth 1 0 R NYT-NYHT-BG-BH-BP
7 1926 May 30 PHI 1 0 Earle Combs 0 1 NYT-NYHT-PINQ
8 1926 Jul 29 STL* 3 4 — — — R NYT-SLPD
9 1926 Sep 15 CLE* 1 0 Ben Paschal 1 2 R NYT-NYHT-CLPD
10 1926 Sep 19 CLE* 1 4 (see Note 4) — — R NYT-NYHT-CLPD
11 1926 Sep 25 1 STL* 0 1 (See Note 5) — — NYT-NYHT-SLPD
12 1926 Sep 25 2 STL* 2 1 (See Note 5) — — NYT-NYHT-SLPD
13 1926 Sep 26 1 STL* 1 0 (See Note 5) — — NYT-NYHT-SLGD
14 1926 Sep 26 2 STL* 1 2 (See Note 5) — — NYT-NYHT-SLGD
15 1927 Aug 17 CHI* 1 0 Tony Lazzeri 0 1 R NYT-NYHT-CHT
16 1927 Aug 25 DET* 3 4 Mark Koenig 1 0 (R) NYT-NYHT-DFP-DN-DT
17 1927 Sep 05 1 BOS* 4 3 Earle Combs 2 3 NYT-NYHT-BG-BH-BP
18 1927 Sep 07 BOS* 3 2 Babe Ruth 4 5 R NYT-NYHT-BG-BH-BP-NYW
19 1928 Apr 18 BOS* 0 1 (See Note 6) — — R NYT-NYHT-BG-BH-BP-NYW
20 1928 May 10 CLE 1 0 (See Note 7) — — R NYT-NYHT-CLPD
21 1928 Jun 28 PHI* 0 1 Babe Ruth 4 3 R NYT-NYHT-PINQ
22 1928 Jul 26 2 DET* 1 2 — — — (See Note 8) 
23 1928 Aug 06 CHI* 0 1 — — — R NYT-NYHT-CHT-CHA
24 1928 Aug 07 CHI* 1 2 Babe Ruth 1 0 (R) NYT-NYHT-CHT
25 1928 Sep 09 1 PHI 0 1 — — — R NYT-NYHT-PINQ
26 1928 Sep 16 STL* 0 1 (See Note 6) — — R NYT-NYHT-SLPD
27 1929 Apr 28 WAS* 1 0 Waite Hoyt 0 1 NYT-NYHT-WP
28 1929 May 28 WAS* 1 2 — — — (R) NYT-NYHT-WP
29 1929 Jul 03 BOS 1 0 (See Note 7) — — R NYT-NYHT-BG-BH-BP
30 1929 Jul 04 1 WAS 0 1 — — — R NYT-NYHT-WP
31 1929 Jul 19 1 CLE* 3 2 — — — R NYT-NYHT-CLPD
32 1930 Jun 03 CHI* 1 0 Tony Lazzeri 2 3 R NYT-NYHT-CHT-CHA
33 1930 Jun 09 STL* 2 1 — — — (R) NYT-NYHT-SLPD-SLGD
34 1930 Jul 10 PHI 0 1 Tony Lazzeri 1 0 R NYT-NYHT-PINQ

Notes
1. “OPP” identifies the team that opposed the Yankees; an asterisk indicates that the opposing team was the home team. 
2. The “Ret” column indicates when Retrosheet PBP information was used to identify the RBI error: an “R” indicates that the PBP 
information covers the entire game; an “(R)” indicates the PBP information covers only a portion of the game. 

3. The supporting documentation for the correction of Gehrig’s RBI errors consists of the relevant text accounts provided in these 
newspapers: New York Times (NYT), New York Herald Tribune (NYHT), New York World (NYW), Boston Globe (BG), Boston Herald (BH), 
Boston Post (BP), Chicago Tribune (CHT), Chicago American (CHA), Cleveland Plain Dealer (CLPD), Detroit Free Press (DFP), Detroit News (DN),
Detroit Times (DT), Philadelphia Inquirer (PINQ), St. Louis Post-Dispatch (SLPD), St. Louis Globe-Democrat (SLGD), Washington Post (WP). 

4. Earle Combs is shown with one RBI in the official DBD records; he actually had zero RBIs. Similarly, Mike Gazella is shown with one 
RBI in the official DBD records; he actually had zero RBIs. In addition, it appears that Gehrig was not credited in the official DBD 
records with the one RBI he earned for hitting a solo home run.

5. Earned runs scored—not runs batted in—were mistakenly entered in the RBI column on the official DBD ledger sheets; no RBI 
statistics were entered at all. 

6. No RBI statistics were entered for any player in the RBI column on the official DBD ledger for this date. 
7. The entry for Gehrig in the RBI column of his official DBD ledger appears to be spurious since including it results in the Yankees 
team having more RBIs than runs scored. 

8. As mentioned in the text, in addition to the NYT, NYHT, NYE, DFP, DN, DT, game accounts given in the New York Daily News, 
the New York Post, the New York Sun, the New York Evening World, and New York Telegram were examined. 



The supporting documentation for the corrections
of each of the 34 RBI errors is provided in the Supple-
mental Material, which is available on the SABR
website. Also provided for each RBI-error game are
newspaper box scores RBIs for Gehrig (although it is
pointed out that newspaper box scores did not include
RBIs before 1928). 

RELIABILITY OF THE RBI INFORMATION
The most important aspect regarding the information
presented in Chart 3 concerns the reliability of the 
information. Are the official RBI numbers alleged to
be wrong truly wrong and are the “actual” RBI figures
claimed to be correct truly correct? Readers are en-
couraged to examine the supporting documentation
and make their own conclusions for each of the 34 RBI
errors described here.

In the author’s opinion, 30 of the 34 corrections are
“no brainers,” and the supporting documentation is 
irrefutable in each of the following cases:

• 15 games where “two-player” mistakes like the
Shawkey-Gehrig mix-up shown on Line 1 of
Chart 3 were made. 

• Two games (20, 29) where the number of RBIs in
the official records exceed the number of runs
scored. 

• Two games (19, 26) in which no Yankees players
were credited with any RBIs in the official
records—even though the team scored 10 runs
and 7 runs, respectively. 

• Four  games with RBI errors (11–14) resulting
from the official scorer mistakenly entering
“earned runs scored” instead of “runs batted in”
in the RBI column of the official scorer’s report. 

• Seven games (3, 4, 8, 25, 28, 31, 33) where the
RBI errors—and their corrections—are clear-cut
based on the supporting documentation. The
RBI errors in these games include mistakes of
crediting Gehrig with an RBI for stealing home
and not crediting him with an RBI for a bases-
loaded walk.

That leaves four games (2, 22, 23, and 30) that perhaps
need some discussion beyond the evidence provided
by the supporting documentation. I feel that a change
is warranted in each of the four:

Line 2.With Combs on third and Meusel on first, with
nobody out, as stated in the Boston Globe account,
“Gehrig sent an easy bounder to [shortstop] Gross,
who threw to [second baseman] Rogell in an attempt
to force out Meusel. Rogell dropped the ball, Meusel
being safe, while Combs scored.” Even if Rogell had
not dropped the ball (and even if Rogell had then re-
layed to first to also retire Gehrig), Combs would have
scored. Combs would have scored, error or no error—
the official scorer simply made an error in not crediting
Gehrig with an RBI.

Line 22. In the first inning, with Ruth on third, with one
out, as stated in the Detroit Times account, “Ruth tal-
lied while [shortstop] Tavener was fumbling Gehrig’s
grounder.” Had Tavener not fumbled the ball and
thrown to first to retire Gehrig, Ruth would have
scored anyway, so Gehrig deserves credit for batting
in Ruth. Gehrig also batted in Ruth (from first) in the
seventh inning (with nobody out) with a double. For
the game, Gehrig deserves credit for two RBIs. 

Line 23. With Paschal on third, Combs on second, and
Ruth on first, with one out, as stated in the Chicago
Tribune account, “Gehrig sent a hot grounder to [first
baseman] Clancy. Paschal scored when Bud threw to
[shortstop] Cissell to force Ruth. Perhaps Cissell
shouldn’t have tried for a double play, but he did. No
one was covering first, so Bill got an error, Combs
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Whose error was bigger, Bill Rogell (pictured), who dropped
a ball allowing Earle Combs to score? Or the official scorer
who did not credit Gehrig with an RBI? 
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scored and Gehrig went to second.” Paschal scored on
the force-out that Gehrig hit into. Had the double play
been executed, Paschal’s run would not have counted.
But, since the error was made by the shortstop, not
the first baseman, the double play was pre-empted.
Thus, Gehrig deserves credit for batting in Paschal.

Line 30. With Combs on third and Robertson on first,
with nobody out, as stated in the Washington Post
account, “Gehrig hit [pitcher] Marberry in his midriff
with a smashing drive which the pitcher pluckily
fielded. He got Robertson at second, but Combs
scored.” This was a simple fielder’s choice force-out—
Gehrig deserves credit for batting in Combs.

CONSEQUENCES: SINGLE SEASON
Chart 4 presents the net effect of correcting the RBI 
errors in Lou Gehrig’s official records for each indi-
vidual season during the 1923–1930 period.

Chart 4. Lou Gehrig’s Corrected RBI Record, 1923–1930
Games Games with Net Change
Played RBI Errors in RBIs Correct RBIs

Year by Gehrig for Gehrig for Gehrig for Gehrig
1923 13 1 -1 8
1924 10 0 0 5
1925 125 4 0 68
1926 155 9 +3 110
1927 155 4 -2 173
1928 154 8 +6 148
1929 154 5 -1 125
1930 155 3 -1 173

Except for 1924, errors were discovered in each season
during the 1923–1930 period, though those in 1925 
resulted in no net change. Six of Gehrig’s season totals
are different from what is given in the official baseball
records. Of particular note are three seasons where he
led the American League: 1927, 1928, and 1930. 

CONSEQUENCES: CAREER
Effecting the corrections of the errors in Gehrig’s offi-
cial RBI record for the 1923–1930 period results in his
career-to-date RBI total being 810 RBIs—i.e., four RBIs
more than the 806 RBIs calculated from the official
baseball records.

Pursuant to the results reported here, we must 
investigate errors in Gehrig’s official RBI record for the
last half of his major league career (1931–1939). I have
already commenced the requisite research and initial
findings already show at least two games with RBI 
errors in Gehrig’s official 1938 records. Recently, Trent
McCotter presented his research for Gehrig’s 1931 
season in which he discovered and corrected five 
RBI errors.13

IMPLEMENTATION OF GEHRIG’S CORRECTED RBI INFORMATION 
The final topic of discussion concerns the implemen-
tation of the RBI information for Lou Gehrig described
in this article: who is going to use it or where else will
it appear?

In addition to the official DBD records compiled by
the defunct Howe News Bureau for the American
League, there are four fundamental databases of base-
ball statistics:
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It remains to be seen how (and whether)
the mistakes documented through 1930
are adopted by the official record-keepers
of Major League Baseball. Meanwhile, the
efforts of SABR members continue to work
on correcting the rest of Gehrig’s career
numbers, 1931–1939. 
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(1) Pete Palmer’s database

(2) the Retrosheet database of game box scores
and each player’s daily statistical record

(3) the STATS database

(4) the Elias Sports Bureau database

Since Palmer’s database of baseball statistics is con-
tractually used by several websites, including Baseball-
Reference.com, Retrosheet.org, and SABR.org (including
the SABR Encyclopedia), implementation of these cor-
rections would be broad-based and far-reaching. 

Likewise, Retrosheet’s database of game box scores
and each player’s daily statistical record is a vital data-
base for baseball researchers and the changes would
be far-reaching. 

Tom Ruane of Retrosheet did review this paper prior
to publication and concurred with all but one of the 
corrections recommended: No. 22, the second game of
26 July 1928. Tom wrote: “I don’t think that there is
enough evidence to give Gehrig an RBI on his ground-
out in the first inning. It would all depend upon the
positioning of the shortstop. If he was playing in and, in
the opinion of the official scorer, would have been able
to throw Ruth out at home had the ball been handled
cleanly, an RBI would not be granted. In general, I think
we have to give the benefit of the doubt to the official
scorer in this case, despite the fact that it appears he

made two other clear mistakes (giving both Combs and
Robertson an extra RBI) in the game.”14 It seems likely
Retrosheet will adopt the other changes. 

When it comes to the STATS database, the author-
ity is Don Zminda, a longtime SABR member and 
Vice President and Director of Research for STATS. He
explained, “We [STATS] have contractual relationships
with some major media clients, and those clients 
expect us to match the official numbers reported by
MLB.”15 Those numbers are currently compiled by the
Elias Sports Bureau.

Which brings us back to Elias once again. Accord-
ing to longtime SABR member Steve Hirdt, who is
executive vice president for the Elias Sports Bureau,
“as part of its duties for Major League Baseball, Elias
reviews credible evidence potentially involving book-
keeping errors that affect statistics from past seasons,
and makes judgments regarding whether a change is
warranted.”16 With regard to making changes, Hirdt
has stated, “We employ a standard of proof that lies
somewhere between two of the standards common to
judicial matters in this country: that is, somewhere 
between proof that is ‘clear and convincing’ and proof
that is ‘beyond reasonable doubt.’”17

Will Steve Hirdt and Seymour Siwoff deem the evi-
dence presented here for the errors—and corrections—
in Gehrig’s official RBI record to be at least “clear and
convincing?“ We’ll find out.

What is known for certain is the RBI information
presented here for Gehrig’s 1927, 1928, and 1930 
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As shown in Chart 2, Gehrig was at times credited with 1,991
lifetime RBIs—one RBI more than the 1,990 RBIs calculated from
his official DBD records (Chart 1). According to my research, the
earliest mention of Gehrig having 1,991 lifetime RBIs is in the 1940
edition of The Little Red Book of Baseball, which provides the 
career statistics for players who were active in 1939 and had 10
or more years in the majors. In fact, the “one extra” RBI is also
given in each annual edition of The Little Red Book from 1934
through 1939. Thus, through the 1933 season, Gehrig had 1,280
RBIs according to his official DBD records, but the 1934 edition
of The Little Red Book of Baseball lists him with 1,281. Likewise
for the 1935 edition, which lists Gehrig with 1,446 career RBIs
while the official DBD records tallies to 1,445.  So, the origin of
the “one extra” RBI appears to be The Little Red Book of Baseball,
sometime during the 1923–1933 period. Was this merely a cler-
ical error or typographic mistake?

Reference to other publications allowed me to pinpoint 1924 as
the specific season of origin for the “one extra” RBI. Daguerreo-
types (The Sporting News), The Encyclopedia of Baseball

(Macmillan), and Sports Encyclopedia: Baseball (Neft & Cohen)
each present year-by-year statistics for Gehrig. Those editions
which present Gehrig with 1,991 lifetime RBIs each list him with
six RBIs for the 1924 season—one RBI more than the five RBIs
in the official DBD records.

In an effort to find out which specific 1924 game Gehrig was
given credit for the additional RBI, I checked the accounts given
in multiple newspapers for each of the 10 games that he played
in that season; I also checked out the Retrosheet Play By Play 
accounts (generously provided by Dave Smith) for seven of the
games. I ascertained the exact details for each and every run 
the Yankees scored in those 10 games. My research showed—
without a doubt—that Gehrig had exactly five RBIs in the 1924
season, achieved in exactly the same games indicated in his 
official DBD records. So, the “one extra” RBI was not from a 
specific game, but rather appears to be the result of a clerical
error or typographic mistake in The Little Red Book of Baseball—
a mistake that was transferred to some other publications and
perpetuated for nearly 60 years.

Lou Gehrig’s Mythical 1,991 Lifetime RBIs



seasons is at odds with the most recent editions of The
Elias Book of Baseball Records. Thus, it will be particu-
larly interesting to see if Siwoff incorporates any of 
the corrections/changes claimed here—especially for
Gehrig’s AL-leading RBI totals in the 1927, 1928, and
1930 seasons. And what will be shown for Gehrig’s life-
time RBI total—1,990 or 1,991 or 1,995 or 1,996 or …?

Finally, what will Major League Baseball do
with/about the RBI information presented in this arti-
cle? We’ll see; the final draft of this manuscript and
Supplemental Material was provided to John Thorn,
who was appointed Official Historian of Major League
Baseball on 1 March 2011 by Commissioner Bud Selig. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS
To wrap up this article I want to emphasize the sub-
title—“Striving To Get It Right, Thanks to 40 Years of
Research by SABR Members.” We’re not there yet—but
we’re getting closer. We’ve discovered—and corrected—
34 errors in the official RBI record of Lou Gehrig for the
first half of his career (1923–1930). And we’ve started
the research on the remainder of his career (through the
1939 campaign). We plan to complete the requisite 
research before Opening Day 2012. �

Acknowledgments 
It is with tremendous pleasure that I thank the following people (most
of whom are SABR members) for their outstanding assistance in help-
ing me assemble the information presented in this article: Freddy
Berowski, Cliff Blau, Steve Boren, Rich Bowering, Keith Carlson, Bill
Deane, Steve Elsberry, Mike Lynch, Bob McConnell, Trent McCotter, Andy
McCue, Marilyn Miller, Rod Nelson, Bill Nowlin, Pete Palmer, Tom Ruane,
Dave Smith, Mitch Soivenski, Gary Stone, Jerry Wachs, Tim Wiles, and
Robert Zwissig. I should also like to express my gratitude to Seymour
Siwoff for continuing to put out The Elias Book of Baseball Records
(especially after The Sporting News ceased publication of its Baseball
Record Book). 

Notes
1. The 1,990 RBI total does not include the 35 RBIs Gehrig picked up

in World Series games or the five RBIs he got in All-Star games.
2. See for example: (a) Herm Krabbenhoft, “The Authorized Correction

of Errors in Runs Scored in the Official Records (1945-2008) for
Detroit Tigers Players,” The Baseball Research Journal 37 (2008):
115; (b) Herm Krabbenhoft, “The Authorized Correction of Errors

in Runs Scored in the Official Records (1920-1944) for Detroit
Tigers Players,” The Baseball Research Journal 40 (Spring 2011):
66; (c) Trent McCotter, “Record RBI Streak Discovered: Hall of
Famer Tris Speaker Put Together a String of 14 Consecutive Games
with an RBI in 1928 That Was Unrecognized for 79 Years,” 
Baseball Digest (May 2008): 62; (d) Trent McCotter, “Hitting 
a Home Run and Not Being Credited with an RBI,” newsletters 
of the SABR Baseball Records Committee (August 2008): 
2 and (October 2008): 2; (e) Tom Ruane, “Missing RBI,”
SABR_Records@yahoogroups.com (August 22, 2010); (f) Tom
Ruane, “More on Missing RBI,” SABR_Records@yahoogroups.com
(September 2, 2010); low-RBI games; (g) Herm Krabbenhoft, 
“The Correction of Errors in RBI in the Official Records (1931–
2011) for Detroit Tigers Players,” manuscript in preparation; (h)
Cliff Kachline, “ Hack Wilson’s 191st RBI: A Persistent Itch 
Finally Scratched,” The Baseball Research Journal (2001):76.

3. Seymour Siwoff, personal communication via telephone 
conversations, 21 April 2011 and 27 April 2011, and email 
correspondence, 22 April 2011 and 29 April 2011.

4. Pete Palmer, personal communication via email correspondence,
4 April 2011.

5. The Supplemental Material is available on the SABR website: 
http://sabr.org/node/3253

6. Trent McCotter, “Tweaking The Babe’s Numbers,” newsletter 
of the SABR Baseball Records Committee (February 2005): 1.

7. Trent McCotter, personal communication via email correspon-
dence, 25 January 2011 and 24 April 2011; Pete Palmer, personal
communication via email correspondence, 24 April 2011.

8. Dave Smith, personal communication via email correspondence,
between 1 May 2011 and 31 July 2011.

9. This task was facilitated greatly by the superbly generous cooper-
ation of several SABR members who provided photocopies or
scans of the game accounts presented in newspapers to which
they had access—Cliff Blau, Steve Boren, Rich Bowering, Keith
Carlson, Mike Lynch, Marilyn Miller, and Bill Nowlin.

10. Smith, op. cit.
11. The RBI error for Gehrig in the game on 16 September 1928 was

discovered by Trent McCotter. See reference 2(d).
12. Smith, op. cit.
13. Herm Krabbenhoft and Trent McCotter, “Most Runs Batted In: 

Individual Player …Single Season…American League,” 
presentation at SABR-41 (July 2011, Long Beach, CA).

14. Tom Ruane, personal communication via email correspondence, 
1 September 2011 and 2 September 2011. 

15. Don Zminda, personal communication via email correspondence,
28 August 2011.

16. Steve Hirdt, personal communication via email correspondence, 
5 July 2011.

17. Steve Hirdt, quoted by R. Chamberlain in “SABR Nine Questions,”
The SABR Bulletin, July-August 2006: 6.

The Baseball Research Journal, October, 2011

22



23 PITCHES
The 1934 All-Star Game started ominously for Carl
Hubbell. The first two American League batters
reached base in the top of the first at New York’s Polo
Grounds. The National League’s All-Star infielders
gathered in a protective circle around their pitcher.
They could offer plenty of advice: Hubbell’s manager
with the Giants, Bill Terry, was the first baseman; 
Cardinals manager Frank Frisch played second; the 
Pirates’ new manager, Pie Traynor, was at third;
catcher Gabby Hartnett was a future manager. Hart-
nett told Hubbell, “We’ll waste everything except the
screwball. Get that over, but keep your fastball and
hook inside. We can’t let ’em hit it in the air.”1

Babe Ruth was up. Four pitches later the Babe was
down, on a called strike three. Lou Gehrig worked the
count full, then fanned. As legend has it, Gehrig mut-
tered to the next batter, Jimmie Foxx, “You might as
well cut. It won’t get any higher.”2 Foxx cut, and struck
out on five pitches to end the inning. After Frankie
Frisch’s leadoff homer gave the National League a 1–0
lead, Hubbell faced Al Simmons to start the top of the
second. Four pitches, another strikeout. Then Joe
Cronin: four pitches, another strikeout. Five Hall of
Famers up, five down. The Washington Post’s Shirley
Povich wrote, “Here was this frail Hubbell man, his
left arm whipping down from his shoulder in a 
monotonous tempo, reducing the greatest batting array
every mustered to a helpless, hapless, hitless horde 
of sandlotters.”3

Thirty-five years later a sportswriter asked Hubbell
whether he thought Nolan Ryan could equal his feat of
striking out the AL’s five best hitters in the All-Star
Game. “Well, it would be kinda hard to answer that,”
the old man drawled, “because Nolan Ryan won’t be
pitching against Ruth, Gehrig, Foxx, Simmons, and
Cronin.”4

KING CARL
Those 23 pitches did not make Hubbell a star. By July
1934 he had already staked his claim as the National
League’s best pitcher. Just before he took the mound
for the All-Star Game, he was presented with the 1933
National League Most Valuable Player trophy. He had
posted a 1.66 ERA, the lowest since 1919, when Ruth

started hitting home runs in large numbers. He pitched
an 18-inning shutout and a National League record 
45 consecutive scoreless innings. With a 23–12 record
and 10 shutouts, while allowing fewer than one base
runner per inning, he led the Giants to the World 
Series championship. Sportswriters began calling him
“King Carl.”

Starting in 1933, Hubbell rang up five straight 
20-victory seasons, including two more ERA titles, 
two more pennants for the Giants, and another MVP
award—this time by unanimous vote in 1936. During
those five years Hubbell and Dizzy Dean each won 
115 games, but Hubbell’s winning percentage was 
better thanks to a stronger team. He recorded a lower
ERA and WHIP while pitching more shutouts and
more innings than Dean.

Diz got more publicity. “It ain’t braggin’ if you can
do it,” he boasted. Dean could throw smoke as well
as blow it. The quiet, skinny Hubbell was the better
pitcher.

THE SCREWBALL
Dean was a screwball. Hubbell threw one. He learned
it in his second minor league season, watching an old
pitcher named Claude “Lefty” Thomas, who threw a
sinker and “made pitching look easy.” Hubbell began
working on a sinker: “I found out that the more I
turned it over, the more I come up and over [over-
hand] I could get a much better break on it, you see.
Of course, the more spin you get on the ball, the more
break, and it slows it up. When I threw the screwball I
came right over the top, and I turned my arm clear over
and let the ball come out of the back of my hand.”5

The screwball is the pitcher’s equalizer against the
platoon advantage, because a left-hander’s screwball
breaks away from right-handed batters. But Hubbell
said, “The real effectiveness of the screwball was not
the break at all. It’s the speed of the ball.”6 He per-
fected the art of changing speeds as he mixed his
screwball with a decent fastball and curve, plus excel-
lent control. The late SABR member Fred Stein, who
saw Hubbell pitch at the Polo Grounds, likened him to
Greg Maddux: “methodical, artful.”7

Few pitchers throw a screwball for a simple reason:
it hurts. It requires rotating the arm inward toward the
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body, a clockwise motion for a left-hander, the oppo-
site of a curve. One of the rare practitioners, Christy
Mathewson, called his version a “fadeaway.” Mathew-
son said he didn’t throw it often because of the strain.

From the start, managers and coaches warned
Hubbell that the pitch would ruin his arm. Ty Cobb,
manager of the Tigers, ordered him to stop using it.8

Contrary to legend, Cobb did not let him go; Cobb had
already left Detroit when the Tigers released Hubbell
to Beaumont of the Texas League, where he pulled the
screwball out of the trash. Giants scout Dick Kinsella
bought him for John McGraw in 1928.9

THE MEAL TICKET
Hubbell set his most enduring record during the 
Giants’ pennant seasons of 1936 and 1937. He won 24
consecutive decisions—his last 16 in ’36 and his first
eight the next spring—still the most by any pitcher.10

During the streak, which included two shutouts and
19 complete games, his ERA was 1.78. (A few purists
argued that the record was bogus, since he lost one of
his two starts in the ’36 World Series.)11

During 1937 spring training Hubbell got his endur-
ing nickname. Cincinnati manager Charlie Dressen was
quoted as saying, “Hubbell is Terry’s meal ticket, and
when Hubbell is through so is Terry.” Dressen protested
that he didn’t say it—it was Brooklyn manager Burleigh
Grimes.12 Whoever the author, the name stuck.

By the end of the streak, at the apex of his career,
the 34-year-old Hubbell was pitching on borrowed
time. He later confessed, “My arm started crooking up
in 1934.”13 He had at least three X-rays. Even so, he
continued winning more than 20 games each year
through 1937.

HUBBELL’S ELBOW
Hubbell started strong in 1938. He pitched a one-
hitter in May and won his two-hundredth career game
on June 26. On August 13 he posted his thirteenth 
victory of the season against the Cubs’ Claude
Passeau, who wore number 13. But time had run out
on his aching elbow. In his next start, the Dodgers
knocked him out with a four-run fifth inning and Bill
Terry acknowledged that the pitcher was hurting.
Hubbell said he could not straighten his arm.14

Terry sent Hubbell to Memphis to see Dr. J. Spencer
Speed, who had operated on Terry’s and teammate
Travis Jackson’s knees. It might seem odd that Terry
entrusted his “Meal Ticket” to his hometown Ten-
nessee surgeon rather than the best specialists New
York had to offer, but Speed was no country doctor. A
graduate of the Johns Hopkins University Medical

School, he served as president of the American Ortho-
pedic Association and was co-editor of a standard
textbook, Campbell’s Operative Orthopaedics.15 The
slightly built, 48-year-old Speed cut open Hubbell’s left
arm (today the surgery would be arthroscopic) and 
removed what he described as “a loose body”—
commonly called a bone chip. Speed wired Terry,
“Everything satisfactory.”16

Hubbell’s arm was in a cast for two weeks. He 
didn’t throw a baseball all winter. Nobody knew any-
thing about rehabilitation from injury. When he
arrived for spring training in 1939, he said he was
pain-free and optimistic, but cautioned, “Naturally
there isn’t a chance in the world to say how things are
likely to go once I start cutting loose with the ball.”17

He didn’t make his first spring start for a month, and
reported pain in his shoulder afterward. Terry sent him
back to Dr. Speed, saying, “Hubbell just hasn’t got 
it and he simply can’t pitch the way he is.”18 Speed 
diagnosed muscle soreness, “nothing serious,” and
prescribed rest.19

Hubbell took another month off before making his
first appearance of the season in relief on May 8. Six
days later Terry left him on the mound for 10 innings
in his first start. In June he went to the bullpen for six
weeks. When he returned to the rotation Terry pitched
him regularly on three or four days rest. The Giants
manager had no clue how to handle a fragile arm;
Hubbell started one July game on just two days’ rest—
and endured a 13-inning complete game. In only 18
starts, he recorded a 2.75 ERA, second best in the
league under 1939 rules, and an 11–9 record. Hubbell
hung on for four more seasons, until he was 40, pitch-
ing on a reduced workload with inconsistent results
and seldom using the screwball. His days as an elite
pitcher were over. After the surgery, he said, “I was
just half a pitcher.”20

Hubbell and everybody else blamed his injury on
the screwball. Stories abound about his arm, so
crooked that his left hand faced outward when he held
it at his side, so crooked that he had to have his jack-
ets tailored to make the left sleeve shorter than the
right. All because of the screwball. In the spirit of Bill
James, I asked, “Is that true?” I consulted two of the
leading experts on pitching arms, men who disagree
about practically everything. 

Glenn S. Fleisig holds a doctorate in biomedical 
engineering from the University of Alabama at 
Birmingham, He is co-founder and research director of
the American Sports Medicine Institute in Birming-
ham, which is affiliated with the renowned arm
surgeon James Andrews. The institute has mapped the
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biomechanics of hundreds of pitchers from Little
League age to college and professional, using eight
cameras hooked to computers to perform a motion
analysis of their deliveries and the forces acting on
their bodies.

Michael G. Marshall earned his Ph.D. in exercise
physiology from Michigan State. Right-hander Mike
Marshall threw a screwball for fourteen seasons in the
majors (Hubbell said, “Marshall had a pretty good
one.”21) and holds the record with 106 games pitched
and 2081⁄3 innings in relief in a single season. Marshall
and Fleisig have aired their differences publicly; they
once carried on a flaming long-distance feud via the
Internet, arguing their respective theories about how to
keep pitching arms healthy. But when it comes to the
screwball, they agree.

Although the American Sports Medicine Institute
has no data on that rare bird, the screwballer, Fleisig
told me, “The screwball is harder [to throw] but I don’t
think it’s more stressful.” He acknowledges it may 
hurt more than throwing a curveball—that’s why most
people think it’s more damaging—but pain does not
necessarily equal injury.

Marshall says, “Throwing screwballs is safer than
throwing pitches that require baseball pitchers to
supinate their pitching forearm through release.”
Supinating the forearm means turning your left hand
counter-clockwise away from your body with the
thumb up, the way a left-handed pitcher throws a
curve; pronating the forearm is the opposite motion,
the screwball delivery. Marshall threw his screwball
more than one-third of the time, far more often than
Hubbell. He has never had arm surgery.

Both men said pronating the forearm does not in-
crease stress on the elbow, compared with a fastball
or curve. In fact, Fleisig’s groundbreaking motion
analyses show that a curve produces no more force
and torque on elbow and shoulder than a fastball, an-
nihilating another of baseball’s conventional wisdoms.
As for bone chips, Fleisig said, “Even a pitcher with
good mechanics, if you pitch a lot, you can eventually
get bone chips.”22

A KILLER WORKLOAD
Hubbell pitched a lot. In his first nine full seasons,
1929–1937, he averaged 281 innings per year, more
than anyone else during that period, and exceeded 300
for four straight years. He completed almost two-thirds
of his starts, including 24 extra-inning games, and
started 81 times on only one or two days’ rest. The ex-
planation for Hubbell’s breakdown is clear: His arm
wore out. 

Still, Hubbell enjoyed an unusually long career 
for his time; he pitched until he was 40. Among his
Giants teammates only knuckleballer Fred Fitzsim-
mons was effective after age 35. Before World War II
extended the careers of some older players, only four
starting pitchers in the majors were over 40: Lefty
Grove, Charlie Root, and knuckleballers Fitzsimmons
and Ted Lyons.

CORBETT: Hubbell’s Elbow
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Carl Hubbell’s screwball both broke away from right-handed batters and
served as a change of pace. His early managers and coaches warned
him away from ruining his arm with the pitch, but after falling out of the
majors and into the Texas League, Hubbell resurrected the pitch.
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Hubbell continued to believe that the screwball 
ruined his arm. In three decades as the Giants’ farm 
director, he worked with hundreds of young pitchers.
He never taught the screwball. (His most famous pupil,
Juan Marichal, learned the pitch on his own.) Hubbell
said he taught it to only one pitcher, his teammate Cliff
Melton, and felt responsible when Melton came down
with a sore arm.

The prejudice against the pitch remains strong, 
despite lack of evidence. Besides Juan Marichal and
Mike Marshall, the only prominent screwballers since
Hubbell were Warren Spahn, who pitched until he was
44, and Fernando Valenzuela, whose career was short-
ened by a bad shoulder, not an elbow injury. Today
pitchers get a similar action—an opposite break from
the curveball—with two-seam fastballs and circle
change-ups. The screwball’s time has probably passed,
though it never really came. �

Notes
1. The Sporting News, 6 July 1944, 15.
2. Ibid.
3. Washington Post, 11 July 1934, 1. The pitch-by-pitch account 

is drawn from multiple contemporary sources.
4. Louis Rubin, compiler, The Quotable Baseball Fanatic. Globe 

Pequot, 2004, 248.

5. Carl Hubbell, oral history interview by Walter Langford, 
15 June 1982. In the SABR Oral History Committee collection.

6. Ibid.
7. Fred Stein, email, 13 July 2009.
8. Hubbell interview.
9. The Sporting News, 6 July 1944, 15.
10. Hubbell won 24 straight decisions, not 24 straight games. 

The streak included five relief appearances, two of which 
resulted in saves instead of victories.

11. See, for example, Daniel M. Daniel, “Carl Hubbell’s Streak No
Mark, Scribes Say,” The Sporting News, 20 May 1937, 1. New York
writers Daniel, Damon Runyon, and Rud Rennie were among
those who believed the streak ended with Hubbell’s Series defeat.

12. The Sporting News, 13 May 1937, 8.
13. Hubbell interview.
14. The Sporting News, 25 August 1938, 1.
15. Patricia LaPointe McFarland and Mary Ellen Pitts, Memphis 

Medicine, A History of Science and Service. Memphis Medical 
Society, 2011; Memphis and Shelby County Medical Society, 
Memoirs of James Spencer Speed, M.D. 1970.

16. New York Times, 23 August 1938, 22.
17. Ibid., 22 February 1939, 22.
18. Ibid., 1 April 1939, 12.
19. Ibid., 6 April 1939, 36.
20. Hubbell interview.
21. Ibid.
22. Glenn Fleisig interview, 20 October 2009; Mike Marshall, 

email exchange with the author, 18 October 2009.



Claims pop up with frequency that this team or
that invented the pitching rotation. These find
life in our modern media and attract propo-

nents. Thanks to David Smith, Tom Ruane, and scores
of volunteer researchers, we have Retrosheet, and there
are methods to determine rotation patterns and fact-
check such comments as one spoken by New York
Mets announcer Keith Hernandez during a recent 
televised major league game. Hernandez asserted the
1969 world champion Mets were the first team to use
a five-man pitching rotation. Here’s how to check that.
Let each game be assigned a number that ends a count
of consecutive games featuring a different starting
pitcher. This number is the rotation number (ROT) for
that game. The string of ROT numbers that accompany
a team’s season game logs indicates the level of rota-
tion use. These you can sum and average for a team,
a player, a season, a month, a league, or a decade.

The 1969 Mets’ season ROT is the mean average of
the team’s 158 rotation numbers. Until a team’s rota-
tion is established, do not count the first few games of
a season: the Mets’ first four games are not counted.
The Mets played their games using five different pitch-
ing rotation cycles and these span from two-man use to
seven-man cycles. The Mets’ quantity of starts in each
rotation category distributes as follows across that spec-
trum: 3, 10, 44, 76, 21, and 4. The season ROT for the
1969 New York Mets is therefore 4.72. Now take a look
at the ROT spectrum for the Tigers: 1, 9, 43, 74, 20, and
5. Detroit’s ROT is higher: 4.78. If you think I’m splitting
hairs to debunk Mr. Hernandez’ claim, consider this:
the numbers are from the 1925 Tigers.

There is a lot more going on in the history and 
evolution of pitching rotations than generally ac-
knowledged in contemporary accounts. Everything we
think we know about days of rest and pitching rota-
tions had already been attempted by major league
managers by 1925. I can’t suggest that everything we
know about pitching rotations was accepted by major
league managers in 1925, but it had been attempted.
Nineteen- twenty-five happens to be a watershed year:
the five-man cycle, used in 38 percent of all games, 
finally eclipsed the four-man cycle, used in 34 percent
of all games. From that year until Wilbur Wood’s knee
injury, the unnoticed sea changes in pitching rotation

usage concerned the dangers of the three-man and the 
impossibility of the six-man. Since 1970 we’ve seen
the painful, slow demise of the four-man cycle—
even when an off-day provides an extra day of rest. In
2010, 450 games were played with a four-man ROT: 
the lowest major league total since 1895, so the sea
change continues.

If you want to know the origins of the pitching 
rotation—of the two-man and the three-man and of
each successive strategy—you have to root around the
first sixty-five years of professional baseball history.
Consider the graph of each pitching cycle as a percent-
age of all games, 1871–1935. (See Figure 1.)

Strikingly delineated are the different pitching 
rotation eras. Upticks in two-man usage in 1879 and
1880 led to six years of prevalent use. From 1887 to 1897
the three-man won the day, and from 1898 to 1924, a
period of twenty-seven years, the four-man won the 
plurality despite never exceeding forty-six percent of all
starts. In 2010, the five-man was used in over 80 per-
cent of all starts for the first time in history. Let’s take
a look at each pitching rotation and its own history.

THE ONE-MAN
For any non-SABR members who might be reading this,
it should be pointed out that from its origins, baseball
was played by nine men on a team. A tenth man could
fill in at any of the nine positions—including pitcher—
should one of the starters have a hangover, a funeral to
attend, or a court date. Yet in this single-pitcher era
you’ll be hard pressed to find any sore arms. The gen-
eral exertion for a pitcher in this era was compatible 
to a modern, medium paced, softball pitcher. In 1926,
Sporting News columnist Jack Sheridan might have
been harsh when he called it “quoit pitching—under-
hand tossing with the straight arm.”

ROT figures stay constant and don’t exceed 1.14 in
the National Association years, but days-of-rest changes
are dramatic. Days-of-rest has never been satisfyingly
calculated because virtually all pitchers, at one time
or another, sit out a few starts. Upon their return,
player and team days-of-rest are skewed off chart. Buf-
falo in 1885 has the lowest ROT figures in the majors
yet ranks high in days-of-rest because pitcher Pete
Conway sat 79 days before his August 10 start.
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Conway’s long hiatus had nothing to do with the
pitching rotation, but the well-intentioned statistician
is pressured to include it. Another 1885 pitcher—The
Only Nolan—was rested over 50 days; dozens more
were “rested” over 10 days. Brilliant standing work on
this subject is by John Rickert, Associate Professor of
Mathematics at the Rose-Hulman Institute of Technol-
ogy. Posted January 2008 on SABR-L, Rickert’s data—
calculated by ignoring actual days-of-rest of 11 or
more—shows MLB pitchers resting an average of four
days per start as early as 1900.

ROT data provides a unique back-door solution to
the days of rest problem. A five-man rotation means
pitchers sit out four games between each start. If we
know the average calendar days necessary to play four
games, we have our days-of-rest formula. For teams
use: (ROT-1) + (team off days/games) where “games,”
as mentioned above, doesn’t include those few that
start a season. Since this method does not credit 
Conway with 79 days-of-rest in his aforementioned
start, and since it can be argued that those 79 days
must be counted, ROT generated days-of-rest should
be referred to as “Manager’s Effective,” or meDOR.
Here’s how ROT and meDOR graph for the first 65
years of professional baseball history. (See Figure 2.)

Note how meDOR’s track about 0.89 behind 
ROT’s after 1905. That’s because 1905 was the first
year off-days accounted for nearly 11 percent of 
the schedule, the figure used today by MLB. As it 
turns out, National Association days-of-rest was more

reasonable than many would think. In 1871 the aver-
age team played a schedule of 28 championship games
in 147 calendar days. That’s 4.2 off-days for every
game and an ROT of 1.03, numbers that produce a first
season meDOR of 4.28—higher than any season since.
In 1880, for the first time, there were more games
played during a season than there were off-days, and
this trend, combined with an apparent rise of fast ball
pitching in 1877, were likely the driving forces in the
origin of pitching rotations.

THE TWO-MAN
Origin:1879 Springfield (MA) NA, Robert Ferguson, manager 
and captain.
First Team: 1881 Chicago NL, Adrian “Cap” Anson, manager 
and captain.

Cherokee Fisher is spelled as a starter with both Balti-
more in 1872 and Hartford in 1874, but these incidents
are spotty and probably reflect an overall unreliability
on Fisher’s part. In 1875 Robert Ferguson took over
the Hartfords and, with Lipman Pike as the captain,
sometimes alternated veteran Candy Cummings with
rookie Tommy Bond in the second half; Boston’s lead
was too big to overcome.

But it was the advent of the International Associa-
tion in 1877 that brought real change. This league
condoned higher-arm fastball pitching and saw a 
number of teams hand 20 percent of their starts to 
secondary pitchers. Utica’s 1878 “Joyful Nine” under
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Figure 1. MLB* Percentage of Starts by Different Pitchers in Consecutive Games
* Includes League Alliance teams, 1877, and th IA and NA from 1877 to 1880.

Taken as a percentage of league starts, ROT numbers reveal five different eras of rotation use. The four man remained a tool
of the major league manager until free agency, and has not seen significant use since the 1999 Philadelphia Phillies collapse.



James Gifford finished in third place by alternating two
outfielders: Blondie Purcell and Nick Alcott, for a 1.47
season ROT, the highest to that point by a team that
finished over .500. On August 20 of that year, Spring-
field’s Larry Corcoran walked out of the pitching box
in a game against Worcester with a sore elbow. Fred
Goldsmith was signed from the London, Ontario
“Tecumsehs” to fill the gap. In 1879 the two made
Springfield the first team to score a 1.50 ROT. Manager
Robert Ferguson became ill in June but his replace-
ment, Lipman Pike, kept the two pitchers alternating.

In the NL, George Wright managed and captained
Providence to the 1879 pennant with an interesting
1.33 second-half ROT, with Bobby Mathews being used
to give John Ward extra days of rest. In the National
Association, Springfield disbanded September 6, ten
days after their last regular season game. Corcoran and
Goldsmith were signed by the Chicago Nationals
within a month. Chicago’s leader—Adrian “Cap”
Anson—would win the pennant in 1880 but Chicago’s
ROT score was 1.41—marginally better than the 
Buffalos’ 1.35. More regular Corcoran and Goldsmith
alternation in 1881 gave Anson the second of three
straight pennants and a never-before-seen ROT of 1.89.
Identifying the 1881 Chicagos as the first team to use
the pitching rotation is probably not news to SABR
membership.

Jim Mutrie assembled the strictest two-man 
pitching rotations. His pennant winning 1884 AA Met-
ropolitans used it in 87 percent of their games, a mark
topped only by his 1886 New York Nationals, who

used it 93 percent of the time. This included one
stretch where Tim Keefe and Mickey Welch alternated
for a record 44 consecutive games. 

THE THREE-MAN
Origin: 1881  Mets, Eastern Championship Assn., Jim Mutrie, 
manager.
First Team: 1887 St Louis AA, Charles Comiskey, manager 
and captain.

The three-man came into use when season schedules
incrementally expanded, putting pressure on two-man
staffs. It pops up in 1881 when Jim Mutrie’s semi-
independent Metropolitans became the first team to
schedule 150 games. Jack Neagle worked as the third
pitcher to two mutton-chopped Irishmen, the one-
armed Hugh Daily and John Doyle. Major league
schedules at that time called for only 84 games.

In 1883 the three-man entered the NL as an option
for second division teams with untested pitching
prospects, and to this day, out-of-contention clubs will
often add a pitcher to their rotations at the end of the
season. In 2010, both Baltimore and Toronto used six-
man September rotations. As noted by Rickert, six-man
use actually spiked in 1998 as more teams were out of
contention than in any other season. This had the ef-
fect of bringing meDOR for both leagues to over four
days of rest per pitcher for the first time in history.

The American Association upped its schedule to
140 games in 1886, removing 17 off-days from each
team’s schedule. Comparing 1885 to 1886, Association
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Figure 2. MLB* ROT by Year and Manager’s Effective Days of Rest
* Includes League Alliance teams, 1877, and th IA and NA from 1877 to 1880.

League ROT averages steep incline levels off at 1907, ending a fourteen year period in which the average rest for a starting
pitcher doubled. Newspapers at the time continually lamented the disappearance of the great batters of the 1890’s.



days-of-rest dropped from 440 to 309 while three-man
cycles doubled from 223 to 447. Three AA teams come
close to its first committed use this season. St. Louis
and Brooklyn almost pull it off, but both use the two-
man for extended periods. Harry Stovey’s Athletics
have, due to injuries, five pitchers in and out of a 
staggering amount of three-man cycles: 58 percent.
Stovey, however, spent chunks of the season trying to
work an archaic 2323 rotation. This meant Al Atkinson
worked the “2’s” on one day of rest while two 
pitchers took turns working the “3’s” with three days
of rest.

In 1887, Charles Comiskey’s flag-winning St. Louis
Browns, Harry Wright’s contending Phillies, and 
Horace Phillips’s “Pittsburgs” all played over 50 per-
cent of their schedules with three man rotations, and
the contending champion Browns stand out. They had
the earliest Spring commitment to the three-man and
the necessary depth to make it work. Teams of that era
with strong pitchers like Bob Caruthers and Dave
Foutz universally forced them into two-man tandems.
Bizarre circumstances in mid-August led to three
weeks of one- and two-man use: Dave Foutz dislocated
his thumb, Nat Hudson’s mother died, and Bob
Caruthers got food poisoning. That’s when Silver King
won three consecutive starts in three consecutive days,
something no pitcher has done since. But the kind of
consensus that swept the two-man into acceptance
didn’t happen with the three-man: both 1888 World
Series participants, the Giants and the Browns, were
last in three-man use in their respective leagues.

Frank Selee’s 1890 Boston Nationals were the most
committed team to the three-man agenda, a decision
no doubt spurred by Boston’s failed use of the one-
man rotation in September of 1889. The 1890 Bostons
featured John Clarkson, Kid Nichols, and Charlie Get-
zein, and nearly overtook the Brooklyns with three
weeks to play. Brooklyn, led by smart Bill McGunnigle,
won the pennant when rainouts helped the team get
away with a two-man rotation during the season’s
final weeks.

The 1892 Louisvilles’ stretch of 39 consecutive
games using a strict three-man seems to be a record
that will not be broken. The three man continued to be
a tool of the major league manager until 1969. Leo
Durocher’s Cubs used it 36 times that year—twice the
frequency of the 1964 Phillies—and Chicago came
down harder and sooner. Nineteen-sixty-nine didn’t
usher in the five-man rotation as many have come to
believe. It proved, once and for all, the fallacy of win-
ning with a three-man.

THE FOUR-MAN
Origin: 1885 Detroit Nationals, Bill Watkins, manager.
First Team: 1901 Boston Nationals, Frank Selee, manager.

On June 14, 1885, Bill Watkins, manager of first-place
Indianapolis of the Western League, made a deal with
last-place Detroit of the National League. Watkins
would abandon Indy and the Western League and 
sign to manage Detroit, bringing along with him a 
gaggle of Western League players. Among those were
left-handed pitchers Dan Casey and Charles “Lady”
Baldwin. Watkins combined Casey and Baldwin with
Detroit’s existing pitchers, George Wiedman and
Charles Getzien, to create the first four-man staff to 
rotate ten consecutive games. Detroit’s record was
11–34: they went on to win 9 of 10. Alas, Watkins dis-
carded the rotation and used hunches to pick from his
pool of pitchers the rest of the season.

On May 17, 1886, Robert Ferguson debuted as
manager of the Metropolitan Association team. He
turned a two-man staff into a three-man and, in the
final games of a September home stand, leaned pri-
marily on a four-man rotation. The team won 7 of 10
forcing Baltimore into the cellar. The following year,
in 1887, Ferguson had to open the season without staff
lynchpin Jack Lynch. Ferguson used a 2323 in the
early going: Al Mays was the strong arm while pikers
Ed Cushman and John Shaffer alternated on three
games of rest. When Lynch finally joined the team on
May 20, Ferguson switched to the four-man, but it was
too late. The Metropolitans were in last place and 
Ferguson was fired ten days later.

The problem with implementing a four- or five-man
rotation in the nineteenth century was insufficient
pitching depth. Many teams, like Ferguson’s Metro-
politans, just presented awful pitchers as the fourth or
fifth starters. To put it in a modern context, nineteenth
century managers who dabbled with rotation use ac-
tually believed Duane Kuiper, on ten days of rest,
could beat Steve Carlton on three days of rest. Yet early
teams not only discarded pitchers after failure—they
discarded the entire rotation idea. A graph of league
adjusted ROT and team winning percentage for
1871–1935, the first 1,016 teams of major league 
history, displays no reward of success for teams 
who pushed the envelope of longer rotation use. (See
Figure 3.)

Captain Ed Swartwood’s 1887 Brooklyn Associa-
tion team, owner-managed by Charlie Byrne, enacted
the first real effort to honor three days of rest for each
pitcher. This goal was met in 76 percent of their sched-
ule by tacking on fourth starters for fifty games.

The Baseball Research Journal, October, 2011

30



Brooklyn became the first team to crack the 3.00 
ROT; their 3.26 ROT was actually higher than the 1908
White Sox. A poor season finish led to an apparent
abandonment of the policy the following year. If only
they had checked their own 1887 game logs: a 1–2
(.333) record in 1 ROT starts; an 8–13 (.381) record in
2 ROT starts; a 22–32 (.407) record in 3 ROT starts; and
a 20–23 (.465) record in 4 ROT starts.

Over the next thirteen years, thirteen teams incre-
mentally advanced four-man use (See Figure 4). These
trail-blazers included the 1888 Indianapolis Nationals,
the 1889 Chicagos, the 1892 Phillies, and the 1896 Bal-
timore Orioles. The Orioles, managed by Ned Hanlon
and captained by Wilbert Robinson, were the first
team to surpass a 4.00 ROT score (4.04); the first team
to avoid using the same starting pitcher twice in any
three-game stretch; and the first pennant winner to use
a plurality of four-man starts (42 percent).

Expanded roster sizes during the 1901 AL-NL war
provided the impetus managers needed to give the
four-man due consideration. That year three teams
made serious bids to be first in this category. The
Philadelphia Phillies, captained by Ed Delahanty and
managed by team director Bill Shettsline, used the
four-man 78 percent of the time from April 29 to 
August 20: Red Donohue, Al Orth, Bill Duggleby, and
Doc White. Hugh Jennings took over the captaincy
mid-year and used the five-man 29 times late in the
season in what appears to be “double-header patch-

ing”—a temporary rotation increase by one starter so
that days-of-rest for regular rotation members remains
constant. The Phillies were a surprise second-place 
finisher.

The Baltimore Orioles, from June 20 to August 20,
ran a four-man 84 percent of the time. Manager John
McGraw likely deferred the handling of his pitchers to
team captain and friend, Wilbert Robinson. The four-
man was adopted in June when ace Joe McGinnity 
lost a few starts and the team dipped under .500. 
Jerry Nops joined McGinnity, Harry Howell, and Frank
Foreman until injuries and controversy destabilized the
team and the rotation in a September free fall.

You’ll notice I referred to McGinnity as the “ace” of
Baltimore. ROT calculated for individual pitchers pro-
vides a quantitative definition for an often frivolous
appellation. Managers bump up aces by a game or push
back fifth and sixth starters. You’ll recall some aces
pitch the game before the All-Star break, and then the
game after—Dan Haren and Justin Verlander did that
this year. These managerial moves accumulate over a
full season and impact individual pitcher ROTs. McGin-
nity had the lowest ROT of Baltimore’s 1901 regular
pitchers: 2.86. That’s 0.36 below the team ROT and in-
dicative of a pitcher bumped up one game about 20
times. Interestingly, in a four-man rotation, every four
times an ace bumps up, he adds a start to his season.

On the Fourth of July, 1901, manager Frank Selee
began a strict four-man rotation to help save the
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Figure 3. MLB* Teams, 1871–1935, Win Percentage and Lg Adjusted ROT
* Includes League Alliance teams, 1877, and th IA and NA from 1877 to 1880.

A scatter plot of team winning percentage against team league adjusted ROT displays no pattern of success for teams who
pushed the ROT envelope, echoing comments by David Smith at the SABR 41 National Convention.



Boston Nationals in what would be the last of his 12
seasons at the team’s helm. Boston had used a fuzzy
four-man in the early going. From the nation’s birth-
day on, Selee enacted a 90 percent four-man with Vic
Willis, Kid Nichols, Bill Dineen, and Togie Pittinger.
Selee patched doubleheaders in June with fifth starter
Bob Lawson, but got lucky at the end of the season:
off-days helped keep the four-man going through most
twin bills. Boston is the first team to use the four-man
in 20 consecutive games and at one point used it in 43
of 45 games—a pace unapproached by the 1971 Orioles.
Boston finished the season with four-man use in a
record 101 games, or 73 percent of their season. Selee
deserves a medal for finishing at .500 but he was dis-
patched out of town without regret.

Brooklyn put together a four-man staff worthy of
mention early in 1902, but subsequently the form went
into hibernation for 16 years. During this time man-
agers, apparently, used tea leaves and magic dice to
pick a pitcher for a day’s game. For long stretches,
Rube Marquard couldn’t pitch on Fridays; Doc White
couldn’t pitch in Washington, and Herb Pennock
couldn’t pitch against Cleveland. Ed Barrow’s Red 
Sox resurrected the rotation idea in 1918 with a solid
four-man that took the pennant. Their Fall Classic op-
ponents, the Cubs, had the best four-man usage in the
senior loop, making the 1918 Series the first between
the top two four-man rotations from each league. It
seems major league managers took notice. Seven teams
during 1918 switched to four-man use mid-season.

THE FIVE-MAN
Origin: 1889 Chicago Nationals, Adrian “Cap” Anson, manager 
and captain.
First Team: 1928 Chicago Cubs, Joe McCarthy, manager.

On July 9, 1882, at Louisville, the St. Louis Browns
presented recently signed Morrie Critchley in the box.
It was the first time in big league history that five 
different starting pitchers were used in five games. 
But this was no pitching staff strategy; captain Ned
Cuthbert’s top pitchers were injured and the team was
in a panic.

Similar stories mark the next five scattered inci-
dents of fifth-pitcher use. In 1886, the Cincinnati Red
Stockings accounted for eight five-man turns in one
season as they grasped for the right three-man staff.
These fumbling mid-season periods of pitcher tryouts
just don’t qualify as candidate dawns of the five-man
rotation.

The first team to stock its bullpen with five quality
arms and use them in an effort to contend was Cap
Anson’s 1889 Chicago Nationals. Anson’s 1889 team
peppered its schedule with 15 sparse occasions of five-
man use, 11 percent of their schedule, a record mark
nearly doubling Cincy‘s 1886 use. This included four
consecutive five-man turns as the team jostled in the
early May pennant race pack. The team set a new ROT
record with a 3.33 mark, even though Anson gave up
five-man cycles after July 20. He adopted three-man
with Bill Hutchison making 14 starts as the “2” of the
2323 rotation.

Between 1889 and 1930, 71 teams incrementally
advanced five-man use across a swath of rotation 
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The gradual rise of four-man use shows few teams willing to commit. Despite a spike in four-man use in 1906, the form was
abandoned until 1918. During this time, the best examples of four-man use exist in the minors, such as the Pacific Coast
League and the International League.

Figure 4. MLB* Teams, 1884 – 1904, Sorted by Year. Each Year Sorted by Four Man Use %
* Includes the Western League, 1899 and the American League, 1900.



sensitive statistics. For a few of
these teams, five-man use is no-
ticeably more than incremental.
The 1896 Baltimore Orioles, al-
ready a noted participant in
four-man development, were the
first to play over 20 percent of
their schedule with five-man 
cycles. They presented a record
setting five-man/three-man ratio
of 0.8 (31 to 38). This is a key sta-
tistic as noted by Figure 1: most
league-wide, post-1905, advances
in the five-man are accompanied
by a similar retreat of the three-
man. Prior to 1896, the best
five-man/three-man ratio was 0.2
by the 1895 Louisvilles (13 to 46).

Buck Ewing’s 1898 Cincinnati
Reds dropped the three-man and
relied on the five-man in August
to help them hold first place. But
given more regular work, Bill
Damman and Bill Hill won only
three of 10 games, and Boston,
using a four-man, breezed into first place for good.
Ewing oversaw the team’s record-setting use of 40 
five-man cycles (26 percent), and five-to-three ratio 1.1
(40 to 37). They were the first team to have more five-
man cycles than three-man cycles. Then the 1899
Cleveland Spiders and 1900 Brooklyns reached a new
mark in consecutive game five-man use: eight. Cleve-
land strung them up after Labor Day en route to a
20–134 record; Brooklyn did it in July en route to the
pennant. Baseball was still years away from the first
five-man rotation.

Interestingly, in 1900 Pittsburgh hosted Boston in 
a key four-game series ending the Fourth of July in
which both teams produced five-man rotations. Pitts-
burgh swept, stayed above .500, and contended to
September when they switched again to the five-man.
On September 22, Fred Clarke broke this pattern and
pitched Jack Chesbro on two days rest against sixth-
place St. Louis. Chesbro was hammered and Pittsburgh
lost a chance to pull to a half game behind the
Dodgers. Six teams, including the minor league AL
Clevelands, tried their hand with the five-man in 1900.
But it was a fad; a way to get through the short term
after which lower rotations would resume. The 1901
Phillies became the first team to use the five-man for
10 consecutive games and Ned Hanlon’s 1902 Brook-
lyns—the “Superbas”—upped that record by one and

disdained the three-man enough to produce a five-to-
three ratio of 3.7 (48 to 13).

Patsy Donovan’s 1903 Cardinals were the first team
to have the five-man as their most common rotation
number, even though they only used it in one-third of
their games. Ex-Baltimore Oriole Joe Kelley’s 1904
Reds were the first team with two different five-man
streaks at least 10 games long. This appears to be dou-
ble-header patching. In 1905 the New York Giants
opened the season with a five-man. That’s when John
McGraw built the big lead which carried them to the
pennant. But June 10 he reduced Hooks Wiltse‘s role
and finished the year with what you might call a fuzzy
four-man.

Fifteen years after the 1889 Chicagos, fuzziness
was the word of the day. Strict rotation patterns for
any rotation numbers vanish, as mentioned, until 1918.
It was the dark ages of pitching. Pattern testing teams
for rotation use during these years is like looking at
272 Rorschach tests: The 1911 Pirates... four-man? The
1909 Yankees... positively medieval. 

Rotation use in broad spans of seasons can be iden-
tified and measured by using Purity Scores. Purity
Scores measure the tendency of managers to stick to a
rotation over consecutive games. Take a look at the
daily ROT numbers for the 1909 Yankees in August:
5 6 4 5 6 7 4 5 4 5 4 5 6 7 4 5 6 7 5 6 5 4 5 6 7. Now take a
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The 1930 Red Sox began the season
with a five-man rotation, but deviated
from the track when manager Heinie
Wagner pitched Jack Russell (pictured)
on two day’s rest on June 3. The Sox
finished last in the league (52–102)
and Wagner resigned on September
30, never to manage again.
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look at the 2010 San Francisco Giants, also in August:
5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5. Subtract
day-to-day changes in ROT, count the resulting zeros,
and average the resulting positive numbers. Divide 
the quantity of zeros by games, and divide again by
the average of the positive numbers to get the Purity
Score. The season Purity Score for the 1909 Yankees is
13 percent. The season Purity Score for the 2010 San
Francisco Giants’ is 94 percent. These two marks are,
respectively, the lowest and highest in major league
history.

The 1902 to 1917 era has the lowest purity scores
in baseball history. Helter-skelter patterns describe
each team’s rotation use. Clouds of five-man use in-
crease from 12 percent to nearly 30 percent in this
period—all managers gravitating to five-man use as if
pushing on a Ouija board. Tendencies for ROT pop up
here and there: Connie Mack, with a few notable ex-
ceptions, had the league lowest ROT. Fitness-conscious
Hugo Bezdek, in a short career, often ranked high. The
most interesting use of the five man during this period
was by Patsy Donovan’s 1907 Brooklyns and Bill 
Carrigan’s champion Boston Red Sox of 1915. That
year both Boston and Detroit dabbled in late-summer
five-man use. Boston made Detroit the second one-
hundred game winner not to go to the post-season.

The re-adoption of rotation use, and the abandon-
ment of voodoo pitcher selection in 1918, put the
evolution of the five-man rotation back on track.
Wilbert Robinson’s 1920 Brooklyns were the first 
pennant winners to lead in ROT and five-man use.
They also set a record with a five-to-three ratio of 7.9
(63 to 8). When the 1922 World Series became the first
between two league leaders in five-man use, the stage
was set for the development of the five-man pitching
rotation.

Between 1923 and 1933, seven teams stand out as
possibly having the first five-man rotation. Six of those
teams show higher five-man use than the 1969 Mets,
the seventh switched to six-man use when bad weather
created 31 doubleheaders. (See Table 1.)

From 1922 to 1927, the New York Yankees led the
AL in five-man use every year, sometimes by large
margins. That’s a testament to the depth that charac-
terizes the Yankee franchise to this day. Their reliance
on four-man use and reluctance to patch doublehead-
ers with sixth pitchers makes them just a little archaic.
Their advanced use of ROT over consecutive pennants
gives them something in common with the Chicagos of
the 1880s, and the Baltimores of the 1890s.

Joe McCarthy’s 1928 Cubs display a staggering 
5-to-3 ratio of 38.0, the greatest leap in any five-man
measure for any major league team. This shattered the
8.6 ratio of the 1927 Tigers. McCarthy’s seemingly
complete rejection of the three-man means his team,
easily, is the first whose pitcher use could have been
accomplished in our twenty-first century without rais-
ing eyebrows—significantly set apart from the Yankee
teams of the day. Using ROT values to identify aces,
Sheriff Blake leads the 1928 Cubs with a 4.59 ROT over
Pat Malone’s 4.80 ROT. But Malone is saddled with 
17 relief stints, so many that a calculated meDOR for
him is virtually meaningless. This is a common plight
for top pitchers in the 1928–1931 period. It is better
explained in a history of relief pitcher use, and better
explains the high batting averages of the 1930s. These
Cubs, by the way, are the first to play a majority of
their games with a five-man cycle.

Heinie Wagner’s 1930 Red Sox opened the year
with a near perfect five-man “rotation scheme” for the
first 20 percent of the season. This countered baseball
commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis’s decree that
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Table 1. The Dawn of the Five Man: Seven Significant Teams
Team ROT 5% 4% cons1 cons2 5-to-3 5-to-4 Manager
1923 NYa 4.73 45% 30% 13 21 7.4 1.5 Huggins, Miller
1925 NYa 4.76 49.7% 29% 13 19 7.6 1.7 Huggins, Miller
1928 CHIn 4.95 50% 24% 7 12 38.0 2.1 McCarthy, Joe
1930 BOSa 4.43 51% 33% 16 28 5.9 1.5 Wagner, Heinie
1931 STLn 5.14 44% 14% 22 26 16.5 3.1 Street, Gabby
1932 CHIn 4.78 53% 29% 6 10 20.0 1.9 Hornsby/Grimm
1933 CHIn 4.68 55% 31% 10 17 11.9 1.8 Grimm, Charlie
1969 NYn 4.72 48% 28% 10 17 7.6 1.7 Hodges, Gil
1999 Avg Tm 4.91 73% 15% 24 40 51.7 4.8 Collins, Terry

LEGEND: “5%” is the percentage of the schedule that the team used a five-man cycle; “4%” is for a four-man cycle; “cons1” is the team’s longest consecutive game
streak of five-man use; “cons2” is the sum of the team’s top two longest consecutive game streaks of five-man use; “5-to-3” and “5-to-4” are the ratios of five-man
cycles to three-man and four-man cycles. I’ve included the 1969 Mets and the major league averages for the 1999 season. The 1999 Anaheim Angels came closest
to matching the 1999 season averages, so I took the liberty of listing their primary manager, Terry Collins, as the representative manager for the season.



starting pitchers not be announced until game time, a
measure adopted to thwart gamblers. The Boston Her-
ald didn’t seem to notice the rotation until four weeks
into the season. On May 12 they wrote: “The Big Five
of the Sox... a pitching oligarchy of power and guile.”
The Red Sox dropped the idea June 3 when they
pitched Jack Russell on two days of rest. Boston had a
13–29 record and slouched deep in last place. They are
the only team in this collection unable to contend.

Gabby Street’s 1931 St. Louis Cardinal world cham-
pions had fewer five-man turns than the 1969 Mets,
but, as mentioned, had more doubleheaders: 31 to 22.
They countered this with massive, record-setting six-
man use, a pattern also used by the 1932 Yankees.
Eighty percent of the 1931 Cards’ schedule was played
with a ROT of 5 or more, a huge increase over the 
71 percent attained by McCarthy’s 1929 Cubs, and
compatible with an average team from 1997. The 1932 
and 1933 Cubs—a tribute to Grimm and Rogers
Hornsby—advance the cause of the five-man and are
subsequently followed by Joe McCarthy’s Yankees of
the 1930s. Unperceived by all, especially the 1969 Cubs,
the 1928 Cubs had let the horse out of the barn.

Pitching rotation strategy is still unreported and
tides of rotation strategy ebb to this day. The unre-
ported strategy—or lack of strategy—of the new
millennium is the mega5. Created by Bobby Cox in
1995, somewhat displayed by Joe Torre’s 1998 Yankees,
and attempted by both 2002 World Series participants,
Anaheim and San Francisco, the mega5 is a complete
elimination of the four-man option for an ace—even

after an off-day. With advanced grounds-keeping to
minimize doubleheaders, teams can string together up-
wards of 50 consecutive games with 100 percent pure
five-man work. Since then, 28 teams have put together
mega5’s including three in the first half of 2011.

On August 9, 2011, Milwaukee’s Chris Narveson cut
his pitching thumb with scissors while lacing up his
glove, ending the Brewers’ mega5 at 84 games. This
left the team 12 shy of the record held by the 1995
Braves. It went unreported. �
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SABR Shortstops
An Analysis of Shortstops Before and During the SABR Era 

Joseph Werner

Baseball “common wisdom” says that in the days
of yore, the shortstop was a defensive specialist
whose bat was secondary, and that it is only 

in recent decades that we have seen the “rise of the
offensive shortstop.” But the word “shortstop” alone
conjures thoughts of some of the game’s greatest play-
ers, both past and present, calling that idea into
question. From the early days of the twentieth century
when Honus Wagner roamed the infield for the Pitts-
burgh Pirates to the more recent times of Derek Jeter
as a New York Yankee, the position has been home 
to not only some of the game’s greatest players, but
also some of the game’s best hitters. Arky Vaughan,
another Pittsburgh shortstop, starred at the position,
both in the field and in the batter’s box, as did Cleve-
land’s Lou Boudreau, Milwaukee’s Robin Yount, and
Baltimore’s Cal Ripken Jr., to name a few. But the po-
sition, which has been home to 14 Most Valuable
Player awards and over 20 Hall of Famers, witnessed
a steep decline in production in 1971—a drought that
would last for five seasons—before slowly rebound-
ing, and eventually reaching the height of production
posted by the shortstops in the years directly following
the end of World War II.1

POST-WORLD WAR II ERA
In 1946, the first year following the end of World War
II, 25 percent—or four of the league’s 16 teams—
started a Hall of Fame shortstop; one other team

started a former MVP, and two other teams also
opened with very good offensive shortstops.2 Clearly,
it was a position that was not without its stars, and
the overall production proved it. 

Using Weighted Runs Created Plus (wRC+), a park
and league adjusted statistic scaled so 100 is league
average and one point above or below that is one per-
cent better or worse than the league average, Figure 1
illustrates the median value for everyday shortstops.3

For this purpose, an everyday shortstop will be defined
as any player who’s played 61.7 percent or more of the
season’s games at the position (i.e. 100 games in the
current 162 game schedule, 95 games in a 154 game
season, etc…)4, 5

Keeping in mind that wRC+ is a park and league
adjusted statistic and 100 is league average production;
Figure 1 illustrates that six of the first eight seasons
following World War II—1946 to 1953—half of the
everyday shortstops performed offensively at 90 per-
cent of the league average or better. To put it in a better
perspective, this feat would only occur three additional
times—in 1962, 1964, and 1966—before the establish-
ment of SABR in 1971. 

Also, despite the relatively high marks between
1961 and 1966, the 1961 and 1962 expansion clubs, for
the most part, were hindered by the lack of produc-
tion at shortstop, and that, ultimately, lowered the
overall median production. The Washington Senators
and Los Angeles Angels, who joined the American
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League in 1961, were on opposite sides of the spec-
trum in terms of shortstop production. Neither team
had a shortstop start 100 or more games in 1961, but
the Angels got decent production from Joe Koppe the
following season—wRC+ of 89—and superb years
from Jim Fregosi, who never posted a wRC+ less than
100 from 1963 to 1970. On the other hand, the Sena-
tors started Ed Brinkman, who was skilled with the
leather, for the majority of the 1960s; he had two sea-
sons in which he posted a total of 80 or better.6 The
Colt .45’s and Mets, the National League expansion
teams in 1962, both suffered below-average produc-
tion from the position in the first five years following
their inception, too; though Sonny Jackson did have
his best year in 1966 with Houston when he posted a
101 wRC+. So, one team out of the four had a consis-
tently above-average offensive shortstop. 6, 7

The 1967 season is another point worth noting. It
was the lowest total in 21 years and would become the
third lowest total in the post-WWII era. A strong case
can be made for it being an anomaly.8

THE FIRST HALF OF THE SABR ERA
The 1971 season, the first year of SABR, was the 
beginning of a lull in shortstop production, coinciden-
tally. Whereas the median wRC+ total for everyday
shortstops sunk below 80 two times from 1946 to 1970,
the total remained below that point eight of the first 11
seasons during SABR’s existence and 11 of the first 20.

More than half of SABR’s first 20 seasons in exis-
tence were marked by well-below-average offensive
production, which would be acceptable if, and only 
if, there was a positive shift in defensive play. There 
wasn’t. 

From 1966 to 1970, the 10 teams—excluding the
1969 expansion clubs—to receive the least amount of

production from both their starting and backup 
shortstops were (starting with the worst) the Giants,
Cardinals, Cubs, Phillies, Mets, Reds, Indians, Senators,
Twins, and Tigers. Using Total Zone (TZ), an advanced
defensive metric based on play-by-play data, those
clubs, which posted a wRC+ of 74 or fewer, combined
for a +93 TZ, or 93 runs saved.9, 10

In contrast, the 10 teams to receive the worst short-
stop production between 1971 and 1975 (including the
1969 expansion teams)—Braves, Expos, Pirates, Indi-
ans, Tigers, Brewers, Cardinals, Padres, White Sox, and
Yankees—posted a -174 TZ, or cost their teams 174
runs because of sub-par defensive play. And the dif-
ference may seem significant, but it isn’t. Remember,
this is over a 10-year span for 20 teams. The first 
time period saved, on average, 1.86 runs per year. The
second period, 1971–75, lost 3.48 runs per year. 

So, despite the decline in offensive production from
the late ’60s to the early ’70s, there appears to have
been no shift towards increased defensive play. 

But delving deeper and looking at the qualifying
everyday shortstops who were well-below-average 
offensive contributors during the same two time 
periods, the differences remain insignificant as well,
61 and 53 runs saved (or an average of 1.5 and 1.2
runs saved per player).11, 12

Similar to the previous expansion years, the 1969
expansion season in which four teams—Kansas City
Royals, Seattle Pilots, San Diego Padres, and Montreal
Expos—were added seemed to have a negative effect
too. During those first five seasons, only Freddie
Patek’s 1971 was above-average. The same can be said
about the 1977 expansion teams. Both the Blue Jays
and Mariners suffered during their first five seasons,
except this time it was Craig Reynolds’s 1978 season
that hovered near the league average. 
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One other season of note is the 1981 strike-short-
ened season, which will be discussed later. 

THE SECOND HALF OF THE SABR ERA
After witnessing a decline and minor rebound during
the first half of the SABR era, the second half blos-
somed, beginning in 1991 and lasting for the next 
19 seasons. 

Unlike the 1971 to 1990 period, the median produc-
tion topped 90 or better eight times, and four of the last
five seasons. And there was only one instance, 1994,
when the median production dipped below 80 percent
of the league average, similar to strike-shortened 1981.13

While both strike-shortened years played fewer
than 120 games, it is much more difficult to come to a
concrete conclusion on why significant downturns
were experienced in both seasons. 

Both years were within five seasons of an expan-
sion—1977 saw two teams added to the AL and two
teams were added to the NL in 1993. But, again, both
strike seasons followed and were followed by signifi-
cantly better seasons. So, it’s not likely that the
expansions were a main cause, though they may have
contributed somewhat. 

Both years did have several players post good num-
bers the year before and the year after, but witnessed
a sharp decline, which helped explain the 1967 season
as an anomaly. So, this, too, could have been a con-
tributing factor, at least to some degree. But perhaps
the biggest influence was sample size. In both cases,
qualifying shortstops only needed to play 69 and 72
games, respectively; which is roughly 30 games fewer
than the surrounding years and a significant differ-
ence. Overall, it’s difficult to know definitively if that’s
the main cause for the sudden declines, though the 
author believes it is the main influence. 

Finally, within the last decade or so, the median
shortstop production rebounded quite nicely. In fact,
it’s on par with the level of production that the first
post-war years witnessed. 

The author would be remiss not to mention the use
of steroids during the 1990s and 2000s. Did they affect
the game? Yes, undoubtedly. But the feeling of this 
author is that the “Steroid Era” will inevitably be con-
sidered just another era in baseball history, much like
the way the Deadball Era is viewed today. In both
cases the statistics were altered by something; in the
case of the Deadball Era, the ball and the overall 
strategy of the game, and in the case of the Steroid 
Era, performance enhancement. Basically, it’s difficult
to separate the non-steroid users and the steroid users,
which is unfortunate, but it is a fact. Knowing so, it’s
best to consider the game’s stats during this recent era
as a whole, accepting them at face value and for what
they are. 

CONCLUSION
Figure 4 illustrates the median wRC+ for all qualifying
shortstops from 1946 to 2010, and it clearly shows that
the years closely following the end of World War II are
followed by a downturn, which eventually leads to a
lull beginning in 1971. This was followed by a slowly
upward trend in production which ultimately peaks 
during the last five or so seasons.

While the majority of the median production on
both ends of the graph resides above the 85 mark, the
individual performances parallel each other as well.
From 1946 to 1951, there were 28 instances that a
player hit league average or better, or approximately
5.6 players per year. Since there were 16 teams in 
the league during that period, it averages out that 
35 percent of the teams during that stretch benefited
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Figure 3. Median wRC+ For Everyday Shortstops (1991–2010)



from league average production or better. And apply-
ing the same logic to the 44 times a shortstop topped
100 or more from 2006-10; 29.3% of teams within the
last five years received league average or better offense
from shortstops. Similar numbers. 

So, relative to league average production, are short-
stops better hitters today? Yes, generally speaking, they
are better hitters than they were at the time SABR 
was established; they are better hitters than they were
30 years ago, and 20 years ago, too. But they are pro-
ducing relative to the league near the same level that
shortstops did during the first 15 or so years following
World War II. And how many people would have sus-
pected that? Those who tout the “common wisdom”
about shortstops of generations past being defensive
specialists who were not great hitters are suffering
from either selective memory, a lack of knowledge, 
or both. �

Notes
1. According to the Baseball Hall of Fame website, www.baseball-

hall.org, there have been 22 players inducted that are recognized
as shortstops. Luis Aparicio, Luke Appling, Dave Bancroft, Lou
Boudreau, Joe Cronin, George Davis, Travis Jackson, Hughie 
Jennings, John Henry “Pop” Lloyd, Rabbit Maranville, Pee Wee
Reese, Cal Ripken Jr., Phil Rizzuto, Joe Sewell, Ozzie Smith, 
Joe Tinker, Arky Vaughan, Honus Wagner, Bobby Wallace, John 
Montgomery Ward, Willie Wells, and Robin Yount. Two notable 
exclusions are Ernie Banks and George Wright. Banks, who is
often associated with the position, played 1,125 games at 
shortstop, but also 1,259 games at first base, so the Hall of
Fame recognizes him as a first baseman. George Wright, who 
was elected as an executive, played 12 seasons as a shortstop
beginning in 1871, and hit .301/.318/.398.

2. The four future Hall of Fame shortstops are Luke Appling, 
Lou Boudreau, Pee Wee Reese, and Phil Rizzuto. The former MVP 
winner, Marty Marion, captured the award two seasons prior, 
in 1944. And the two other offensively minded shortstops that 

season were Boston’s Johnny Pesky and St. Louis Browns’ Vern
Stephens, who hit .335/.401/.427 and .307/.357/.460 respec-
tively. The Washington Senators also opened the season with
Cecil Travis at shortstop, but he was never able to match his 
pre-war career hitting line of .327/.381/.436; he retired following
the 1947 season. 

3. For further reading on wRC+, please see the glossary section on
www.FanGraphs.com. 

4. The median was used in this study, as well as most of the follow-
ing analysis, in hopes of eliminating any outliers, both positive
and negative, that could heavily and unjustly influence the data
set, and in hopes of better capturing how the overall position 
performed as a group. This explanation is probably served best 
in the following example: 21 players appeared in 100 or more
games at shortstop in 1969. The home run totals for those 21
players follow: 40, 14, 12, 10, 10, 7, 6, 5, 5, 4, 4, 4, 4, 3, 2, 2, 2,
2, 2, 0, 0. Combined, those players hit 138 home runs; an aver-
age of 6.57 home runs per player and a median of 4. But there
was an extreme outlier: Rico Petrocelli. Of the 138 home runs
slugged, he was responsible for 40 of them, or approximately 
29 percent. Clearly, his output heavily influenced the average,
which, in the bigger picture, is a bad representation of the
group’s production; especially considering that more than 70% 
of the group falls below the average.

5. The 61.7 percent cutoff also creates a sufficient sample size. 
Of the 65 years studied throughout the duration of this paper,
there were only two seasons in which at least 70 percent of the
teams’ shortstops did not qualify. For example, in 1992, only 
18 shortstops matched or exceeded the 61.7 percent cutoff; 
there were 26 teams in the league. So, 69.23% of the teams 
were represented that year. 

6. Ed Brinkman, whose top two offensive seasons were in 1969 
(87 wRC+) and 1970 (80 wRC+), had three seasons—1967,
1969, and 1970—in which he saved 20 or more runs above the
league average, according to Total Zone. 

7. The 1967 season appears to be an anomaly in terms of shortstop
production for the following reasons:

a. Several shortstops suffered a noticeable decline in production in
1967 and either rebounded the following season or didn’t qualify
at all. Those players, along with their wRC+ totals for all three
seasons beginning with 1966, include: Luis Aparicio (97, 77, 90),

WERNER: SABR Shortstops

39

Figure 4. Median wRC+ For Everyday Shortstops (1946–2010)



Ed Brinkman (64, 47, N/A), Dal Maxvill (71, 64, 89), Sonny 
Jackson (101, 71, N/A), Don Kessinger (64, 50, 64), and Denis
Menke (109, 91, N/A). Zoilo Versalles also suffered a severe 
drop off—82 wRC+ to a 54 wRC+—but he held steady the 
following year, in 1968. 

b. The 1966 season featured three players—Dick Groat (78 wRC+),
Dick McAuliffe (149 wRC+), and Maury Wills (84 wRC+)—who
did not qualify in 1967, and two of which (McAuliffe and Wills)
performed well. 

c. The 1968 season also featured several well-below-average 
performers who did not qualify the previous season. For this 
purpose, we’ll define “well-below-average” as 21 percent or
greater below average. Those players, along with their wRC+
total for the 1967 season, are as follows: Ruben Amaro (70), 
Hal Lanier (41), Ray Oyler (60), and Bobby Wine (45). 

d. While the league ERA dropped from 3.52 to 3.30 to 2.98, the 
position’s median value rebounded during the third year, the
“Year of the Pitcher.” 

e. Finally, after the initial decline in 1967, the position’s median
value rebounded for two straight seasons before another slight
decline—one which was less drastic than the decline in 1967. 

8. Based on team averages, runs per game have increased in 
all but one (1962) of the expansion seasons beginning in 
1961. However, expansion teams, especially those prior to 1993
(both the Marlins in 1993 and Diamondbacks in 1998 had good
offensive shortstops), have been hindered by poor offensive
shortstops, which, in turn lowers the position’s median produc-
tion. For example, including the qualifying expansion shortstops
for 1969, the median wRC+ is 87, and without the expansion
shortstops it is 88. 

9. While there are more advanced metrics, Total Zone—developed
by Sean Smith—is considered the most reliable advanced metric
for seasons predating 2002. In an effort to maintain consistency
and accuracy, it was used for all seasons in this paper. For 
further reading on Total Zone, please refer to www.Baseball-
Reference.com or www.FanGraphs.com.

10. During the 1966 to 1970 study, the 1969 expansion teams—
Royals, Pilots, Expos, and Padres—were ignored because they
only played two of the five seasons. 

11. Similar to Note 7c, “well-below-average” is defined as 21 percent
or greater below the league average (i.e. a wRC+ of 79 or less). 

12. A change in philosophy would require managers relying more 
on defense, not offense. Even though TZ is scaled to the league
average, the defensive skill for poor-hitting shortstops would
have to increase relative to the league average to prove a change
in philosophy; it didn’t. In fact, it remained in close proximity  
in both time frames (1966–70 and 1971–75). So, even if defense
at shortstop improved league-wide, the worst offensive shortstops
showed no drastic improvement relative to the league. Thus,
managers/teams did not appear to willingly sacrifice offense 
for defense. 

13. The 1995 season, while technically a strike-shortened season,
lost only 17 games, unlike the 1981 and 1994 seasons in which
51 and 45 games were lost, a significant decrease in sample
size. Also, the cutoff point, 61.7 percent, resulted in 90 games 
for everyday shortstops in 1995, and only 69 in 1981 and 72 
in 1994, also significant differences. Because the 1995 season
played 90% of a 162-game regular season, it was treated as one. 
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Pittsburgh has a wealthy history in black base-
ball. Two of the premier teams in the Negro
Leagues, the Pittsburgh Crawfords and the

Homestead Grays, made their home there. It seems
only fitting that the first Major League team to field an
all-black line-up would be the Pittsburgh Pirates on
September 1, 1971.

The Bucs came close to doing so a few years earlier,
as Willie Stargell recalls. “In 1967, in Philadelphia,
Harry Walker [then manager], started eight of us, but
the pitcher, Denny Ribant, was white.”1

Stargell was a Pittsburgh mainstay in 1971, going
into his tenth season in the big leagues, in the lineup
with Roberto Clemente, Manny Sanguillen, and many
other players who had been Pirates for some years. Al
Oliver felt it was not manager Danny Murtaugh’s in-
tention to make history that day. It’s doubtful
Murtaugh even was aware of how unusual the team
on the field was. His goal was to put the best players
available on the field.2

Oliver “really wasn’t surprised, because if you look
at the Pirates back then, we started five [black players]
anyway. So what you’re basically talking about is
adding four more. Our whole outfield was black and
then of course you had Dave Cash in the infield and
Jackie Hernandez at shortstop.”3

In fact, Al Oliver didn’t notice the uniqueness of
the configuration until the third or fourth inning. “I
mentioned to someone. I said, ‘You know what? We
have all brothers out here.’ To me it wasn’t a big thing
because that’s the way the Pittsburgh Pirates organi-
zation was. Even when I was coming through the
minor leagues I would go to spring training and I
would see black and Latin players. And the Pirates
were known for that way before the other teams were
and so I wasn’t really surprised with the line-up that
Murtaugh set up.”4

Oliver does mention one other important element:
“But the key to the whole line-up was that Woody 
Fryman was pitching against us that night with
Philadelphia and as a result of that they would pla-
toon. Gene Clines would play and [usually] Bob
Robertson would play first base. But that night Bob
didn’t play first base; I played first base.”5 Oliver was
told by Dave Cash that “Murtaugh was kind of disap-

pointed with Bob for some reason, I don’t know what
the exact reason was, but he was disappointed in Bob,
so he played me at first base.”6

The line-up on the clubhouse wall was: 
Stennett 2B
Clines CF
Clemente RF
Stargell LF
Sanguillen C
Cash 3B
Oliver 1B
Hernandez SS
Ellis P

“Oh, yeah, we were aware,” Steve Blass recalls. “The
thing that I remember about it, when he was inter-
viewed Murtaugh said, ‘I put the best athletes out
there. The best nine I put out tonight happen to be
black. No big deal. Next question.’”7

In 1971 the Pirates represented baseball’s most
heavily integrated team, with black and Latin players
accounting for nearly 50 percent of the team’s roster.
Richie Hebner, who was injured, says the pre-game 
reaction to the line-up from the players was an exam-
ple of the friendly racial humor that was prevalent
with the Pirates. “The humor was doled out purely for
fun, and not intended to be taken personally.”8

When starting pitcher Dock Ellis saw the line-up
he said, “Aw, man, what’s going on here? Who made
up this line-up? Murtaugh didn’t know what he had
done. He really didn’t. Somebody was probably hurt
and needed a day off, and that’s what he came up
with. And it didn’t even dawn on him. I would bet my
life he didn’t know what he had done. Somebody
probably had to tell him after the game.”9

An air of speculation surrounds the issue of why
the event wasn’t recognized more prominently at the
time. Some local sports writers felt perhaps race was
an issue to the extent that fans weren’t coming to the
games because of the racial and ethnic make-up of the
team. As Phil Musick, a Pittsburgh sportswriter wrote,
“Baseball at that time, in my opinion, had a whole lot
of racial division and I think it went around inside
baseball and angered some people... There was also
some hostility in the city. Pittsburgh is a conservative
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city and there were a lot of snide remarks made 
privately. I’m sure there wasn’t a major reaction in the
media other than to observe that it had taken place
and it was a first.”10

Another writer, Bill Nunn, had a blunter viewpoint.
“It’s always been a problem of management. How
many blacks will the fans take?”11

“I went down to Joe Brown’s office not long after
that game, and he had a stack of mail, and he said,
‘You can take out any letter you want and it will be
negative.’ Some of the most derogatory letters, and he
had stacks of them, were from white fans.”12

General Manager Joe L. Brown, though, was proud
of the roster he built. “[I] was always proud of the 
fact that we never paid any attention to color in our 
organization. I don’t think any club in the history of
baseball had as many blacks on their roster at one time
like we did at one time, and consistently over a period

of years. One time thirteen out of twenty five on the
list were black. That had never happened before, and
to my knowledge has never happened since.”13

According to Richie Hebner, “The ’71 Pirates were
a very harmonious team. Friendships and social gath-
erings often crossed racial lines.” The tensions in the
city that might have kept white fans away from the
ballpark were not reflected in the clubhouse. “We had
a loose group all laughing and hollering and teasing
each other. I thought it was a great reaction.”14

Oliver felt there was a good mix. “It was well-
blended. We had no problems at all. None at all. It was
a great team to play on. When we got black players,
and Latin players, and white players you think over
the course of 162 games that something would go
wrong. You know, someone might say something to
someone. But it never happened on the ’71 team. We
had it together. Good people. The best way to describe
our team was characters with character. We had our
personalities, but we got along well.”15

Dave Cash agreed. “I heard a lot of remarks for 
the late Danny Murtaugh. I remember him saying he
didn’t realize who was out there, he just wanted to put
the best team on the field and with the Pirate family it
didn’t matter what color you were. We were about
winning. That was the most important thing. In 1970
when we got in the play-offs and lost, we tasted that
defeat and didn’t want it to happen in the next year. 
So in ’71, we took care of business!”16

They did indeed “take care of business” by defeat-
ing the heavily favored Orioles in seven games in the
1971 World Series. �

Notes
1. Al Oliver and Andrew O’Toole, Baseball’s Best Kept Secret

(Pittsburgh: City of Champions Publishing Company, 1997).
2. Al Oliver, interview, May, 2011.
3. Al Oliver, interview, May, 2011.
4. Oliver and O’Toole, op. cit.
5. Oliver and O’Toole, op. cit.
6. Al Oliver, interview, May 2011.
7. Steve Blass, interview, May, 2011.
8. Richie Hebner, interview May 2011.
9. Oliver and O’Toole, op. cit.
10. Oliver and O’Toole, op. cit.
11. Oliver and O’Toole, op. cit.
12. Oliver and O’Toole, op. cit.
13. Oliver and O’Toole, op. cit.
14. Richie Hebner, interview, May 2011.
15. Al Oliver, interview, May 2011.
16. Dave Cash, interview, May 2011.
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In 1971, Willie Stargell was in his tenth season in the big leagues and
played no small part in bringing home the Pirates’ fourth world champ-
ionship. 
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In a recent column in the New York Times, Sean 
Forman dissected Ryan Howard’s effectiveness as a
cleanup hitter. He cited Howard’s OPS, his WAR

rating, and suggested that several other sabermetric
measures were similar. He went on to analyze why,
given relatively low ratings on each of these stats,
Howard was still among the top cleanup hitters in
RBIs. Forman looked at the performance of the
Phillies’ hitters based on OBP as well as percentage of
extra base hits. 

Forty years ago, Forman’s column could not have
been written. At the time, the analytic techniques did
not exist, the data were inaccessible, and the comput-
ing power unavailable.

In 1971, the year the Society for American Baseball
Research was founded, the analysis of baseball statis-
tics was still in its infancy, and computers were in the
hands of few. Computers were expensive to buy, diffi-
cult to use, and most were used primarily as scientific
instruments and business machines dedicated to 
single tasks. In that year, Intel introduced the 4004 
microprocessor and went into volume production with
the first viable semiconductor memory chip, the 1103,
and IBM developed the 8-inch floppy drive. All these
were precursors to the personal computers that would
appear during the next decade. In 1971, the Internet
did not exist; its predecessor, ARPANET, linked 23
computers together at universities, private research
centers, and government agencies.

In 1971, those interested in doing statistical analy-
sis to study the game of baseball already existed, but
since SABR had just been created, the term saberme-
trician hadn’t yet been coined. They often worked
where computers were available as part of their work
or research. Pete Palmer accessed an IBM mainframe
in the early ’70s and kept his database on punch cards.
In even older times, researchers like George Lindsey
and Earnshaw Cook used “tabulators”—fancy adding
machines to perform the necessary calculations to draw
conclusions—and kept large paper-based accounts of
baseball games to help them use these machines to do
their work.1

Since 1971, progress in both fields has accelerated
greatly, with information technology making possible
analysis that wasn’t feasible 40 years ago. Sabermetrics

developed alongside the information age, with per-
sonal computers enabling those who did not work
where computers were easily available to develop their
algorithms and analyze data at home. The Internet
spawned websites and blogs, connecting people and
enabling them to gather and store vast amounts of
data. Sabermetrics has gone from something a pas-
sionate few studied to something millions access and
understand. These days articles in Sports Illustrated
talk about zone ratings; Murray Chass and Alan
Schwarz have sliced and diced data for columns in the
New York Times; Rob Neyer uses statistics and stats
jargon extensively in his work for SB Nation. Millions
of readers were able to enjoy and understand Sean 
Forman’s piece on Ryan Howard in the Times.

INCEPTION: THE 1970S
Dick Cramer, an early pioneer in baseball statistical
analysis, was fortunate to have access to an IBM 
computer as a graduate student. He got hooked on
programming when he worked with a baseball simu-
lation program. He later wrote his own simulation
program for the PDP-1 at the Harvard Research Center.
It was during this time that he developed the concept
of base-run average, which he later published with
Pete Palmer. By 1971, Cramer had left Harvard and 
no longer had access to a “real computer,” so he used
the HP-67 desktop calculator to continue his work. At
roughly the same time, Pete Palmer was using an IBM
1800 available to him at his workplace. He amassed a
large database, stored on punchcards which took up
thirty drawers in a card file cabinet. He later moved to
a CDC 6600 and moved his database to tape storage. It
was on these machines that he began to develop his
models for run scoring. Palmer met Cramer through
SABR, and throughout the early seventies, they col-
laborated on seminal articles in the Baseball Research
Journal, starting in 1974.2 According to Cramer, they
exchanged typewritten letters through the postal serv-
ice in the process of developing their manuscripts.
Later, their collaboration would lead to Cramer’s in-
volvement with STATS, Inc. Cramer and Palmer were
not alone in their work for long. Bill James published
an article in the 1977 Baseball Research Journal, the
same year he published his first Abstract.3
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Cramer and Palmer relied on access to workplace
computers, as would many of their successors. In
1971, the idea of a “personal” computer was too far-
fetched, except for a few computer researchers, to even
consider. Two months after SABR was founded, one of
the signal events in the history of computing occurred,
the introduction of the Intel 4004. The 4004 was the
first single-chip CPU available as a commercial prod-
uct.4 The 4004 proved the feasibility of developing a
small computer system based entirely on a technology
that could be mass-produced.5 Intel followed the 4004
quickly with the 8008, an 8-bit microprocessor that 
enabled a variety of new applications. These proces-
sors led to the first commercially available6 personal
computers, primitive as they were. One of these was a
kit, the MITS Altair 8800,7 first available in 1975, and
used principally by hobbyists, the same sort of people
who in an earlier era built Heathkit stereos. The Altair
is long gone, but it led to the creation of Microsoft;
founders Bill Gates and Paul Allen built the first BASIC8

interpreter for the machine. 
Computers were not essential for conducting all 

research. For simple analysis, a hand-calculator and
statistics available from Major League Baseball were
sufficient. As Alan Schwarz details in his history of
baseball statistics, The Numbers Game, people were
counting up stats and working with them on paper
from the game’s earliest days. However, for some
deeper analysis the ability to process large amounts of
data quickly was needed. Statistical analysis such as
linear regression required significant computing power
(at least in the day). The 1976 Baseball Research Jour-
nal published an article by George T. Wiley9 entitled
“Computers in Baseball Analysis.” Wiley starts his 
article with this emphatic statement:

The most significant development in the use of
statistics over the past 25 years has been with
computers. Mathematical computations that for-
merly took hours to do by hand are completed by
the computer in seconds. Masses of statistical in-
formation are now being analyzed in ways never
before thought possible

Wiley’s research concerned a linear regression model
in multiple dimensions that related numerous baseball
statistics to a team’s ability to win. He analyzed 640
different teams, and correlated 17 different pieces of
information to the final standings of those 640 teams.
Although today that analysis would be a relatively triv-
ial undertaking, the limits of computing resources
forced Wiley to limit his study to the years 1920

through 1959, less than half the games played at the
time the article was written.

When Wiley wrote his article, even the machines in
use at research institutions and corporations were rel-
atively limited by today’s standards. For example, the
IBM 370 model 158 computed at 1 MIP, had 87 MB 
of disk capacity—or about 2 percent of a cell-phone’s
computing power and storage. When it was introduced
in 1971, its primary data input was through punch-
cards—the IBM 3270 data entry terminal (the most
popular data entry terminal in its day) was still one
year away.10, 11

Another event in 1976 would help change the state
of computing: Intel started development of the 8086
16-bit microprocessor,12 whose “little brother,” the
808813 was the heart of the first IBM PC. It would take
another five years before the IBM PC was introduced,
but during this time, other widely usable personal
computers entered the market and were in use by
many of the early sabermetricians. Other significant
developments occurred during the 1970s that would
benefit analysts in later years. The SQL database access
method (and database language) was invented at IBM
in 1974. It would be the progenitor for practical data-
bases developed in the 1980s and 1990s.

THE PC ERA: THE 1980S
By 1980, Dick Cramer had switched to using an Apple
II, an early personal computer useful in schools and
homes. In 1981, Cramer helped form STATS, Inc., and
did the bulk of the programming for that venture 
on his Apple II in UCSD Pascal. By that time, Bill
James had published numerous versions of his Base-
ball Abstract, and Pete Palmer had met John Thorn,
with whom he would develop Total Baseball using the
database that he had created on cards years earlier. 

The personal computer had already become a use-
ful tool by 1980, but the introduction of the IBM PC in
1981 changed the nature of the computer business. It
also changed sabermetrics. As Gary Gillette explained
to the author,14 “What the PC allowed was a democra-
tization of baseball statistical analysis.” This didn’t
happen immediately, as most uses of the IBM PC were
in business; home users still used Apple IIs and Com-
modore 64s. However, as PC clones appeared, prices
came down. 

The PC enabled non-computer professionals to 
develop programs using programming languages like
BASIC (which Pete Palmer used to develop BAC-Ball
for the Philadelphia Phillies and Atlanta Braves), and
desktop database tools such as dBASE III and Paradox.
Gillette used both when he was running Project Score-
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sheet. Tom Tippett, David Nichols, and David Smith
wrote the input and analysis code for the spreadsheet
using Borland’s Turbo C.15 They later wrote code for
Baseball Advanced Media using Turbo C and C++.16

(Tippett went on to become director of baseball infor-
mation services for the Boston Red Sox.) According to
Gillette, Bill James, who started Project Scoresheet, 
opposed computerizing the data, perhaps for reasons
similar to those that motivated his opposition to using
PC’s in the dugout.

Computing power during the PC Era progressed
from tens of thousands of instructions per second to
many millions. As a point of reference, in the Infoworld
article,17 Pete Palmer provided an example of searching
10,000 data in 15 seconds on a PC/AT. The AT proces-
sor was capable of 0.9 MIPS in the then current
release. By the end of the ’90s, Intel Pentium III-based
processors were 2,000 times as fast.18 (The author’s
laptop computer uses an Intel microprocessor that 
exceeds 2,000 MIPS.) That kind of processing power
enables sophisticated modeling, such as the Markov
models that Mark Pankin, Tom Tango, and others use
extensively in their analyses.19, 20

Desktop publishing enabled researchers to combine
their numerical data and the written word and to eas-
ily cast it into a form that could be made into articles
and books. All it took was a word processor and access
to a spreadsheet and/or a database. Nonetheless, shar-
ing information generally required sharing diskettes

(or the printed word). Versions of the Total Baseball
database were made available on diskettes in the late
1980s and early 1990s, for example. Into the early
nineties, many corporations lacked local area net-
works. Communication among computers, even for
small groups of people working together, was difficult
at best.21 Bulletin board systems (BBS) were just com-
ing into popularity, and AOL was one of the few online
services available. That was to change shortly, and the
changes would impact tremendously the way infor-
mation and ideas would be shared.

THE EMERGENCE OF THE WORLD WIDE WEB: 1991–2000
The next significant event in computing, and one 
that has had the most impact on not only baseball 
research, but our entire way of life, was the emergence
of the Internet and World Wide Web. It has led to the
creation of significant resources for research and
analysis in every field—and it allows us all to conduct
most everyday aspects of our lives online, too.

The Internet started as a loose collection of smaller
networks (hence the name) in the mid-to-late 1980s.22

It remained primarily a research tool, except for a few
technology companies and government contractors
who connected to it to exchange information. Among
the earliest methods of information exchange was
email. We can’t take email for granted. Before the abil-
ity to swamp one another with daily missives became
commonplace, exchanges of statistical information
were usually done with typewritten (occasionally
printed) pages, sent via snail mail. Bill James re-
marked in an interview for volume 14 of The Baseball
Research Journal that he had received a letter with 
important information that had led him in a different
direction, and then commented that because people
are in communication with one another, it is possible
to make adjustments.23 That is very true today, and
email was just the first important step forward in 
increasing the frequency and detail of those commu-
nications. Even SABR uses email extensively in
communicating with members, both at the national and
regional levels, as a way to effectively communicate in
a timely fashion—something SABR’s paper-printed
newsletters often did not do.

Groups of users exchanged information on Usenet,
a kind of global bulletin board system, which was a
precursor to a number of social media phenomena that
have occurred in the last decade. Usenet was home to
a few hardcore analysts, such as Voros McCracken.
McCracken published his seminal, and sometimes con-
troversial, work on pitching stats on Usenet, but became
widely known when Bill James later highlighted his
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SABR founders (left to right) Tom Hufford, Cliff Kachline, and John Pardon
on SABR’s 35th anniversary at the Giamatti Research Center, National
Baseball Hall of Fame, Cooperstown, New York. They are holding the
plaque presented by the Hall of Fame for the SABR 20th anniversary
which hangs there. A portrait of former baseball commissioner Bart Gia-
matti is in the background.
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work. Usenet facilitated exchanges of information,
much like modern blogs, but it was still inaccessible to
nearly everyone, as only 1 in 10 Americans had access
to the Internet in the early 1990s, and only 1 in 10 of
them accessed Usenet.

The next step forward in the Internet was the cre-
ation of the World Wide Web24 in 1991. The Web was
conceived of as a way to interchange not just mes-
sages, but documents. Its creation was accompanied
by the creation of a new application, the web browser.
The Web browser was made popular among universities
and research institutions by the NCSA Mosaic browser.25

Developers of that browser left the University of Illinois
and independently developed the first commercial Web
browser at Netscape Communications; it was released
in beta late in 1994. The following year, accompanying
the initial commercial shipments and the integration
of the Internet’s key communication methods (called
protocols26) into Microsoft’s Windows 95, the Web
blossomed into a true consumer phenomenon. 

It took but a few years before the Web started 
to heavily influence baseball research. In 1995, Sean
Lahman made his baseball database available over the
Internet. Tom Tango credits the Lahman database with
a major increase in his productivity.27 Another signifi-
cant event was the creation of the Retrosheet website
in 1996. Prior to 1996, Retrosheet used a small collec-
tion of individuals as well as the resources of teams
and sportswriters to gather data, very slowly at first.
The introduction of the website started a slow gather-
ing of momentum that increased with each subsequent
year. In 1996, the Web was still fairly nascent, even
though tens of millions of people were using web
browsers. Few people had access to more than slow
dial-up connections, which made all but the simplest
forms of media frustrating to download. Students in
universities and researchers were, again, the earliest
adopters of the new technology. And like their pre-
decessors who used workplace mainframes and uni-
versity computing resources for their baseball analysis,
many university students weren’t always using the
Web for class research.

By the end of the decade, Internet usage had
roughly tripled during the period between 1995 and
2000, and would do so again during the following
decade (see the Internet growth graph at the end of
the article). Along with the accelerated adoption came
both problems and new applications. The latter would
benefit baseball analysis greatly.

THE NEXT GENERATION WEB: 2001–2011
In 2000, Sean Forman launched the first of several

websites that made up the Sports Reference collection,
Baseball-Reference.com. Forman was a professor of
mathematics and computer science at St. Joseph’s 
University at the time. Within six years, Baseball-
Reference and its companion reference sites had be-
come big business and Forman left his university job
to run Sports Reference LLC full-time. At the same
time, Retrosheet used its online outreach to gather and
process box scores for nearly every year from 1911 on,
and to provide additional detail wherever it is avail-
able. (Retrosheet also provides a venue for researchers
to publish articles, although this is a secondary con-
tribution for the website and project.) 

In 2000, the so-called dot-com bubble burst. In the
aftermath of that, however, the Web became even
more widely available than it had been before. Cable
service and DSL made fast Internet connections avail-
able to a large population. New applications, better
tuned to users’ needs than failed online retail sites 
trying to sell pet food, sprang up. First was the search
application, driven by Yahoo and then Google. Social
network sites emerged, first slowly, and then like a
firestorm. The Internet had moved to mobile devices
by the end of the decade. Communications technology
changed rapidly during this decade, progressing from
9600 baud modems, to 56K, to multi-megabit DSP and
cable transmission, and now to wireless mobile phone
networks. These advances in the available data rate to
all users made access to rich media and massive
amounts of data easy.

Widespread use and quick access, along with on-
line databases spurred the development of such
applications as UZR, Ultimate Zone Rating, the inven-
tion of Mitchel Lichtman. UZR uses data regarding the
zone in which a batted ball lands, data that were pre-
viously not recorded by scorekeepers or Major League
Baseball. Volunteers recorded such data and uploaded
them. Without such data, Mitchel Lichtman would not
have been able to develop his innovative approach.
Today, game-time information can be kept on a tablet
device and immediately uploaded to the appropriate
database. However, with online applications such 
as MLB.com’s Gameday, and the development of
MLBAM’s Fieldf/x system (in which the flight of every
batted ball and the positioning of every fielder is digi-
tized and recorded) even this approach will become
obsolete.

If the PC era democratized analyzing baseball data,
the Internet blog28 democratized reporting and editor-
ializing about nearly every aspect of baseball. It is
difficult to determine the exact number of baseball
blogs—they certainly run into the millions—but a
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large number have become popular with avid fans
(and statheads like the author). Some are regional,
some are devoted to teams. Some websites, such as
FanGraphs, are dedicated to the analysis and reporting
of the most esoteric of baseball stats like UZR and WAR.
FanGraphs also publishes its own Power Ratings. Base-
ball Prospectus was founded in 1996 and grew out of
a group of statistically minded friends who met
through Usenet. Baseball Think Factory, Diamond
Mind, Bleacher Report, and many other websites feed
information to a number of amateur baseball histori-
ans and stats fanatics.

The other phenomenon that is likely to have a pow-
erful effect on communicating among the community

is social networking, with both social sites such as
Facebook and professional sites like LinkedIn enabling
people to connect one-to-one and in groups. This kind
of online communication replaces the old mailing list
and telephone tree with immediate contact and spread
of information, allowing for easier harnessing of the
group mind and faster propagation of new ideas and
research.

THE IMPACT ON RESEARCHERS AND THE REST OF US
In 1971, there were few computer professionals. Most
researchers into baseball stats used computers as an
adjunct. Few universities offered degrees in informa-
tion technology and a handful of companies employed
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Figure 1. Internet Users in the World: Growth 1995–2010
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the majority of IT professionals. That has all changed.
There are more of us now who are trained in informa-
tion technology—Sean Forman and Sean Lahman are
good examples. But more than that, high school kids
are now taught to program as part of their regular cur-
riculum and even those who don’t program can easily
create blogs and websites. Desktop applications like
Microsoft Excel and Access can turn non-programmers
into data processing mavens. Social sites and email
allow us to stay in constant communication and ex-
change ideas. People may be unaware, or may have
forgotten, that the World Wide Web was invented as a
tool for sharing research, not selling ads or pet food.
The web continues to be effective in that vein today. 

The ability to analyze massive volumes of statis-
tics has had a significant impact on ballclubs, as well.
Many employ consultants to do statistical analysis as
a way to better deploy players, to determine best
trades, and to help in salary negotiations. Some, like
the Boston Red Sox, have departments dedicated to in-
formation services. The Red Sox have employed James
and Tippett as well as other SABR members, the
Mariners Tom Tango, the Orioles Eddie Epstein, the
Phillies and Braves Pete Palmer. Tango has also done
work for the St. Louis Cardinals, along with Lichtman. 

It goes beyond the researcher. Tablets and home
computers provide a great platform for watching or 
listening to games, providing relevant stats and infor-
mation live during streaming of game media. This
author has observed his fellow fans Googling baseball
data on their phones to settle arguments, or merely to
keep up to date. We can all look forward to more lever-
age of our current and future computing environments
for research, as well as to enhancing the experience of
the ordinary fan.

When SABR was founded, computing was on the
cusp of moving from an expensive tool for research
and big business to a part of our everyday lives, a
process that has paralleled the evolution of sabermet-
rics and of SABR as an organization. We can only
expect more interesting perspectives of the game to
emerge from advances in information technology,
something to look forward to. �
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Table 1. Timeline of Events
YEAR SABR & Baseball Events IT Events
1971 SABR Founded IBM 370

Intel 4004
8-inch floppy

1974 BRA (Palmer/Cramer) Altair MITS PC
1976 Wiley BRJ article Microsoft founded

Ethernet deployed at Xerox PARC
1977 First Baseball Abstract
1978 Intel 8086 introduced
1979 Runs Created created by Bill James Dr. Schell joins Intel 
1981 Tenth anniversary of SABR STATS Inc. founded

Baseball strikes IBM PC introduced 
1983 Cal Ripken joins the Orioles

Gary Gillette joins SABR ARPANET converts to TCP/IP
1984 Project Scoresheet started PC/AT Macintosh
1989 Retrosheet Total Baseball published
1991 Twentieth anniversary of SABR Turbo C++ ships
1994 Baseball season ruined by strike Netscape founded
1999 Voros McCracken publishes DIPS on Usenet
2000 Baseball-Reference.com launches NASDAQ peaks at 5,132—the Tech Bubble
2001 Thirtieth anniversary of SABR The bubble bursts
2002 Mitchel Lichtman creates UZR
2004 Boston wins the World Series Google goes public

Facebook launches
2010 Giants win the World Series
2011 Fortieth anniversary of SABR Microsoft buys Skype, telephony over IP company



Museum in Palo Alto for their work in maintaining the historical record
of computing. Also, without such companies as Intel, Netscape, 
Microsoft, Google, and others, we would not have the rich computing
environments that allow us to do the work we do today.

Notes
1. According to Alan Schwarz, Lindsey spent hundreds (it could 

have been thousands) of hours to answer simple questions about
baseball strategies. As Schwarz says, “…obviously, he had no
computer to handle the computation.” Schwarz also reported 
that Cook used a sliderule and a Frieden calculator. The Numbers
Game, 72 and 77.

2. Palmer introduced such fundamental concepts as On-base 
average (1973), home park advantage (1978), and with Cramer
base-run percentage (1974).

3. The Bill James Baseball Abstract, 1977.
4. The 4004 was developed by a team of Intel engineers. Ted Hoff,

the first Intel fellow, was responsible for the concept, Stan Mazor
for designing the instruction set. Federico Faggin did the logic
and circuit design for the chip, with the assistance of Masahito
Shima, who was on loan from the first customer for the chip, 
Busicom.

5. The MOSFET (metal-oxide semiconductor/field-effect transistor)
was the technology Intel was created to commercialize. It would
take over the market from other semiconductor companies 
like Fairchild and Texas Instruments. The 4004 as well as 
the surrounding memory chips were MOS integrated circuits.

6. Xerox is often attributed with the creation of the first true personal
computer, the Alto, at their Palo Alto Research Center (PARC).
These were not the first desktop computers; HP and Wang had
both developed programmable desktop calculators that executed
stored programs. Dick Cramer, as well as the author, used such
machines.

7. The Altair was the inspiration for Bill Gates and Paul Allen to form
Microsoft, to develop software for the new generation of computer.

8. BASIC was widely used as a programming language for various
forms of personal computer.

9. Wiley was an outstanding undergraduate athlete at Oberlin 
College. He went on to get a PhD and taught history at the 
University of Pennsylvania, where he was when he wrote his
paper for The Baseball Research Journal. He was inducted 
into the Oberlin Athletics Hall of Fame in 1998.

10. The IBM 2260 terminal, which was a punch-card-emulation 
system, was introduced in 1964. It had the ability to transmit
punch-card images electronically without producing the actual
cards. In some respects, the 3270 was a major leap forward.

11. Mark Andreesen joked in the early days of the Internet browser
that the earliest browsers were a return to the 3270. Only with
the introduction of multimedia capabilities to the browser was
this analogy broken, something that Tim Berners-Lee did not 
anticipate when he invented the World Wide Web. (Private 
conversation.)

12. For an early history of the Intel microprocessors, see Intel Micro-
processors: 8008 to 8086 by Stephen P. Morse/Bruce W. Ravenel/
Stanley Mazor/William B. Pohlman. Dr. Morse was the architect 
of the 8086 and is still active on the Internet. See stevemore.org
for an online copy of this article.

13. The 8088 used the same instruction set, but was able to directly
interface to 8-bit peripherals widely available in the market. 
This fact made the IBM PC cheaper to build and hence more 
economically viable than a fully 16-bit computer.

14. Private conversation, May 5, 2011.
15. InfoWorld, April 2, 1990, 43.
16. Turbo C, Turbo C++, and Paradox were all products developed 

by Borland International. The author led the development team
that produced several versions of Turbo C++.

17. Infoworld, April 2, 1990
18. Today’s extreme Intel microprocessors are theoretically capable 

of attaining nearly 150,000 MIPS, for applications tuned to their
particular architectures.

19. Markov models rely on the manipulation of matrices, special
kinds of tables of data. Matrix multiplication, inversion, and
other operations are facilitated by high-speed computers.

20. Mark Pankin says that prior to 2000, there were limitations to
what he could easily do on a PC, but that since then, he has 
been able to create his models with relative ease, usually only
needing Microsoft Excel to do his work. The author has had the
same experience.

21. The STATS team of Palmer, Cramer, and Jay Bennett attempted 
to connect an Apple II with a PDP-10 to facilitate their work. 
With low speed connections and interface incompatibilities, 
this proved frustrating, according to Cramer.

22. The proliferation of networks started with NSFNET, a sort of clone of
the second generation ARPANET used by NSF researchers, opening
up connections to small commercial networks. The widespread
adoption of the TCP/IP protocol (see the next note) was critical 
to this occurring.

23. Jay Feldman, in A Conversation with Bill James, The Baseball 
Research Journal 14, 26.

24. The Web, as well as email, newsgroups, streaming media, and
other things available through the Internet, are applications. The
Internet protocols provide a platform for those. Many people con-
flate the terms Web and Internet, which is technically incorrect.

25. Tim Berners-Lee at CERN wrote the first browser, WorldWideWeb,
for the NeXT computer in 1990.

26. The backbone of the Internet and WWW are the twin protocols,
TCP and IP, generally abbreviated to TCP/IP. TCP/IP replaced 
an earlier ARPANET protocol in 1983. Prior to 1985, it was very
difficult, if not impossible, for average users to use TCP/IP on
their computers; even computer-savvy individuals had to exert
considerable effort to get TCP/IP working on a PC. Windows 95
made it easy, helping usher in the Web.

27. Email communication.
28. Short for weblog, originally a primitive way to keep an online diary.
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Herb Washington went to Michigan State for track
and became a track star. But who would have
thought he would become a baseball legend?

Washington was born on November 16, 1951, in Bel-
zonia, Mississippi, but moved to Flint, Michigan when
he was less than one year old. Washington and his fam-
ily moved so his parents could work in the auto plants.1

He started high school at Flint Northern, but was ruled
ineligible to compete in track and field because of a
school district boundary dispute. After 10th grade, he
transferred to Flint Central High School so that he could
compete. At Flint Central he met the track coach, Carl
Krieger, who helped Washington become one of the
greatest runners in the world. “Coach Krieger had a vi-
sion and got me to believe,” Washington would later
say. “He said the only thing holding me back was me.”2

After receiving many scholarship offers in both
track and football, “Hurricane Herb” chose Michigan
State, where he ran track and field for the Spartans
1969–1972. In one of his races as a freshman, after
leading most of the race, he lost to John Carlos, a
member of the 1968 United States Olympic team infa-
mous for their Black Power Salute. As a sophomore he
beat Carlos at the 47th Michigan State Relays. After
that, he was known as a better short distance runner
than Carlos. By the time Washington graduated he had
won one NCAA title, seven Big Ten titles, was a four
time NCAA All-American, and had set world records in
the 50-yard and 60-yard dashes.3

He was drafted by the NFL Baltimore Colts but it
wasn’t the right job for Washington. Instead he took a
job broadcasting sports for Channel 6 in Lansing,
Michigan. It was there, in January 1974, when he got
a message he did not expect—from Charlie Finley.4

Charles Oscar Finley bought the Kansas City Ath-
letics in 1960 and moved the team to Oakland in 1968.
He was one of the most colorful baseball owners in
history. His legendary stunts included Charlie O (a mule
mascot) and green and gold uniforms that were visible
from a mile away. He was an outspoken supporter of
the newfangled DH rule. The year was 1974 and he
was about to make another memorable move.5

Washington received a message from Finley and
the Athletics wondering if he wanted to play for them.
He thought it was a joke. He hadn’t played organized

baseball since junior high. Then he got paged by the
A’s. It was no joke. Finley told Washington, “Herbie, 
I want you to play and be a pinch runner.”6

The four time All-American decided the idea was
worthwhile. The contract negotiations were rough.
Washington wanted a no-cut contract. Finley was in
shock. He told Washington that a no-cut contract was
for players like Catfish Hunter, Vida Blue, and Reggie
Jackson. Washington replied by saying, “They can’t
out-run me!” After holding out for a while, Washing-
ton got the contract he wanted. A one year, no-cut
contract for $45,000 with a signing bonus of $20,000.
Included in the contract was a clause that required him
to grow a mustache before Opening Day. Washington,
however, couldn’t grow one little hair. To get the
$2,500 bonus that came with growing it, he used an
eyebrow pencil to draw a believable mustache and got
the bonus.7 He also got a base-running tutor in former
base-stealing champ, Maury Wills.8

Not everyone was as sure as Finley that Washing-
ton would be able to make a contribution to the team.
“He’s a great athlete, but he’s not a baseball player,”
said future Hall of Famer Reggie Jackson at the time.9

51

Designated Runner: Herb Washington 
Peter Warren

The SABR Era

Although he appeared in 105 games in his career, Herb Washington never
once came to bat. He stole 31 bases and was caught 17 times, for a 
success rate of 64.6 percent.
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Washington’s career as “designated runner” got off to
a shaky start. Not only was he unsuccessful in four of
his first five attempts, he was also blamed for Oakland’s
poor start. A’s pitcher Catfish Hunter set the critics
straight: “There has been a lot of talk about Herbie, but
he don’t hit and he don’t pitch, so it ain’t him.”10

For the rest of the season, both Washington and
Oakland rolled. He ended up playing in 92 games,
stole 29 bases, and scored 29 runs.11 During one stretch
he went 16 for 19.12 Oakland, led by Cy Young winner
Catfish Hunter (25–12), and by Vida Blue (17–15), Ken
Holtzman (19–17), Rollie Fingers (9–5, 18 saves), and
Reggie Jackson (.289, 29 HRs, 93 RBIs), ended the 
season with a record of 90–72.13

Herb Washington had many unusual moments.
Even though he hadn’t played since junior high, he
knew baseball. Once, Milwaukee Brewers first base-
men George Scott told him he needed him to move so
he could clean the base. Washington, having seen the
ball in Scott’s glove, called time. Manager Alvin Dark
once asked if he wanted to pinch-hit against Nolan
Ryan. Washington said no, not because he was afraid
to face the fireballing Ryan, but because he didn’t want
to lose his uniqueness: a non-pitcher who had spent a
whole season on a major league roster and yet had
never once been to the plate.14

After winning the 1974 American League Champi-
onship Series three games to one against the Baltimore
Orioles, the Athletics faced the Dodgers in the World
Series. Finley set the bar high for Washington, saying,
“He is going to rise and shine in the ’74 World 
Series.”15 Finley was partially correct, Washington did
become known.

The A’s won the first game. Then they were down
by one run in the ninth inning of Game Two when
Washington entered the game. Representing the tying
run, Washington took his place at first base next to
Dodgers NL MVP first baseman Steve Garvey, also a
Michigan State alumnus. On the mound was another
former Spartan, NL Cy Young Award winner Mike
Marshall. Marshall actually taught both players at
Michigan State.16

Everyone in Dodger Stadium knew what Washing-
ton was supposed to do: steal second base. The
right-handed Marshall stepped off and threw over, and
Washington got back easily. Then Marshall attempted
to pick him off again and this time he stunned Wash-
ington. Washington dove back head first but he was
too late; Garvey placed the tag. The NL MVP recalled
the play: “He was frozen. We wanted to catch him flat-
footed and we did.” Washington pounded the ground,
saying “Damn!” The misstep gave the Oakland A’s 

little chance to win the game. But Washington did get
his ring; Game Two was the only game the A’s lost as
they won the Series 4–1. Washington appeared in three
of the five games.17

The next season came. The A’s were rolling when
Finley cut the struggling Herb Washington on May 5,
1975.18 He had played in 13 games with only two steals
that season. Said A’s team captain Sal Bando, “I’d feel
sorry for him if he were a player.” 19, 20 His cumulative
stats were 105 games, 31 steals, and 33 runs scored. 
He was caught stealing 17 times (not a very good 
percentage for a base stealer). He had no plate ap-
pearances and never took a position in the field. Herb
Washington’s baseball career was over. 

Instead, he kept up his success in his business 
career. Washington is the owner of many McDonald’s
restaurants in Pennsylvania and Ohio. He has held po-
sitions in the Federal Reserve Bank of New York and he
is active in many community organizations. Washington
is married and is the father of two children.21, 22 � 
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• In 1976, when the DH was used for the first time 
in the World Series, DHs for the Yankees hit .063 
(1-for-16) while the Cincinnati Reds’ DHs hit .357
(5-for-14). The Yankees used three players in the DH
role, while the Reds used only one: Dan Driessen.
The Reds swept all four games.

• During all World Series in the 1970s, the National
League DHs outhit the American League DHs .281
(9-for-32) to .256 (10-for-39).

• Average runs scored per World Series game in the
1970s were 4.45 when the DH was used, only 3.73
when not.

• In 1982, the NL St. Louis Cardinals’ DHs outhit the
AL Milwaukee Brewers’ DHs .429 (12-for-28) to .125
(3-for-24). The Cards beat the Brewers in 7 games.

• In 1984 the NL San Diego Padres’ DHs hit .412 (7-for-
17, including 2 home runs). The AL Detroit Tigers’
DHs hit .059 (1-for-17). However, the Tigers won the
Series, 4 –1.

• In the 1981 World Series, the pitchers on both teams
(Los Angeles Dodgers and New York Yankees) went
a combined 0-for-26.

• In the 1983 World Series, the pitchers on both teams
(Baltimore Orioles and Philadelphia Phillies) went a
combined 1-for-23.

• Pitchers “hit” the height of futility in the 1985 World
Series when all the pitchers batted .000, going a
combined 0-for-30 in the all-Missouri World Series
(Kansas City Royals versus the St. Louis Cardinals).

• During the 1980s, the National League DHs outhit
the American League DHs .303 to .216. During that
time, American League pitchers had 1 hit in 69 at-bats
for an average of .014. The average number of runs
per game was 4.25 when the DH was utilized and
3.84 when the pitchers hit.

• During the 1988 World Series, the Los Angeles
Dodgers’ pitchers were perfect hitting 1.000 (3-for-3)
while the AL Oakland A’s’ pitchers were the oppo-
site, hitting .000 (0-for-4). The Dodgers won the
Series, 4–1.

• During the 1990s, the average number of runs per
game was 4.70 when the DH was utilized and 4.04
when the pitchers hit. 

• In 1997 the NL Florida Marlins were in their first 
Fall Classic in their brief history. Their DHs hit .500
(6-for-12) while the Cleveland Indians’ DHs hit .182
(2-for-11). The Marlins won the Series, 4–3.
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Dan Driessen was the first National League hitter to appear in the DH
role in the World Series. He batted .357 for the Cincinnati Reds in their
four-game sweep of the new York Yankees. 
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• In 2003, the Marlins returned to the World Series
against the Yankees. New York’s DHs hit .125 (1-for-
8) while Florida’s hit .111 (1-for-9). The Marlins won
the Series, 4–2.

• In 2005, DHs for the AL Chicago White Sox hit .429
(3-for-7) while the DHs for the Houston Astros hit
.167 (1-for-6). The White Sox swept the Series.

• It is natural to assume that when the DH is utilized,
starting pitchers will go further in the game than
when they hit. However, this was not the case during
the 1980s, when starters averaged only 5.65 innings
per start in DH games, but 5.84 innings when they
had to hit. 

• There have been only three World Series where both
teams used the same player as DH throughout the
series: 

1989–Oakland Athletics, Ernest Riles; San Francisco Giants,
Dave Parker

1992–Toronto Blue Jays, Dave Winfield; Atlanta Braves, 
Lonnie Smith

2005–Chicago White Sox, Carl Everett; Houston Astros, 
Jeff Bagwell

• The Detroit Tigers used the most DHs in a single
World Series game when they used 4 in Game Five
of the 1984 World Series.

• The most impact a DH had on a World Series game
came in the Game Six of the 2009 World Series played
between the New York Yankees and the Philadelphia
Phillies. The Yankees DH, Hideki Matsui, contributed
to six of the seven runs his team had in the game.
Matsui batted .600, the highest average for a DH in a
World Series, and was also the first DH to win the
World Series Most Valuable Player Award. �
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Hideki Matsui was the first designated hitter to win the World Series MVP
award. He batted .600 in the 2009 World Series, helping the New York
Yankees to a six-game victory over the Philadelphia Phillies.
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All managers think about strategy, but one can
argue that no manager this side of John McGraw
changed our prevailing understanding of base-

ball strategy as much as Earl Weaver. In his seminal
work, Weaver on Strategy, and in various quotations
uttered while holding court, Weaver presented insights
that may have long been implicitly understood by the
best thinkers on the game—whether managers, play-
ers, or sportswriters—but which did not articulate
basic principles as universal truths the way he did.
Most notably, Weaver stressed, “Your most precious
possessions on offense are your twenty-seven outs.”1

Until Weaver called attention to it, the concept of only
twenty-seven outs was—and perhaps still too often
is—lost in the actual playing of the games. Managers
may resort to various stratagems to try to seize an ad-
vantage, particularly in the early and middle innings,
at the expense of thinking about the long arc of a
game. Weaver’s constant awareness of the potential
importance of each out was at the very core of the 
offensive strategies that characterize his legacy. 

WEAVER’S GRAND STRATEGY
Earl Weaver as a grand strategist is remembered today
for his philosophy on the merits of the three-run home
run (he subtitled the chapter on offense in Weaver on
Strategy “Praised Be the Three-Run Homer”), disdain
for run-creation strategies (they cost outs and are in-
efficient), and deliberately building his bench with
pinch hitting and substitution options for position
players in anticipation of batter-pitcher matchups. This
also allowed him to platoon in his daily starting line-
up with nearly wild abandon. “You need someone for
each job that needs to be done when the time arises,”
he wrote.2 Weaver was a manager with a plan for
every individual player on his team. The Earl of Balti-
more did not want mere emergency back-up players
on the bench, who rarely played but were there when
needed. He didn’t just want “utility” players who
could play a variety of positions, or a power bat from
each side of the plate. He had in mind a specific set of
roles—that’s plural—for each player sitting on the Bal-
timore Orioles’ bench. He knew what each could do in
particular situations against particular pitchers, and
used them often and accordingly. Everybody played,

and he expected them all to contribute.3

The philosophy now identified with Weaver reflects
where he was at the end of his brilliant career, but the
core elements were in place at least a half-decade before
he retired following the 1982 season. His philosophy
began to evolve the day he took over the Orioles in
mid-season 1968. While the basic principles of
Weaver’s grand strategy were perhaps always there for
him, they developed into a coherent narrative through
his experiences in the first half-dozen years or so that
he managed the Orioles. At least, that’s what the data
indicate from the games Earl Weaver managed. 

Nineteen seventy-seven appears to have been the
year where Weaver’s application of his strategic princi-
ples first became consistently discernible. The following
analysis is based on data compiled through the extra-
ordinary efforts of Retrosheet and available on the
website Baseball-Reference.com for Earl Weaver’s 14
full seasons as Baltimore Orioles manager from 1969 
to 1982.4

THE HOME RUN IS ABOUT SCORING BIG
The fundamental premise of Weaver’s offensive strat-
egy was: “In my mind, the home run is paramount,
because it means instant runs.”5 Since the end of the
Deadball Era, any manager who had sluggers on his
team loved the three-run home run. Miller Huggins
certainly did with Ruth and Gehrig, Joe McCarthy with
Gehrig and DiMaggio, Casey Stengel with Mantle and
Berra. Even McGraw—who was a loud-mouthed evan-
gelist for “scientific” small ball as the best way to score
runs6—surely appreciated first baseman George Kelly
as one of the National League’s premier home run hit-
ters when the Giants won four straight pennants from
1921 to 1924, not to mention young slugger Mel Ott
who hit 42 home runs for him in 1929. Small ball has
its place, but as Weaver said, there is no more sure or
faster way to score runs than with a home run, espe-
cially with runners already on base. 

None of Earl Weaver’s teams, however, ever led the
American League in homers, which of course belies
his faith and commitment to the home run. In his 14
full seasons as manager, Weaver had only two of his
players finish in the top three in home runs—Eddie
Murray, who tied with three others for the league lead
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in the strike-disrupted 1981 season, and Reggie Jackson
who finished second in 1976 (his only year in Balti-
more). But though the Orioles under Weaver never had
more than the third-highest home run total in the
league, when they did peak at third, it coincided with
their pennant-winning years of 1969, 1970, and 1979,
then again in 1976, 1978, and 1982. Weaver nonethe-
less usually did have a pair of dangerous power hitters
who delivered in the middle of his line-up—Frank
Robinson and Boog Powell when he won three straight
pennants from 1969 to 1971; Lee May and Don Baylor
in 1975; May and Reggie Jackson in 1976; May and
Eddie Murray in 1977 and 1978; Murray, Ken Single-
ton, and his left field platoon of Gary Roenicke and
John Lowenstein from 1979 to 1982. These guys could
make the three-run home run happen with some
measure of frequency. The only years Weaver’s Ori-
oles lacked consistent power were 1972 to 1974, after
Frank Robinson had been traded away and as Powell
got older, and before the arrivals of May, Singleton,
and Murray.

THE ORIOLES’ SACRIFICES
It is well known that Earl Weaver hated the sacrifice
bunt as wasting a precious out: “There are only three
outs an inning, and they should be treasured. Give one
away and you’re making everything harder for your-
self.”7 It is not that Weaver thought that bunting was
never appropriate—“I’ve got nothing against the
bunt—in its place”8—but that its place was limited to
where it gave his team a chance to win a game in the
late innings. 

None of his teams ever led the league in sacrifices,
but in Weaver’s first seven full seasons as manager,

the Orioles were in the top three of the 12 American
League teams in sacrifice bunt attempts every year. In
four of those years, Baltimore had more sacrifice at-
tempts than any other team in the league, and twice
the second most. We must allow, however, for the fact
that until 1973, when the designated hitter rule went
into effect, American League pitchers were still 
required to hit for themselves. Exactly half of the 288
sacrifice bunts laid down by the Orioles from 1969 to
1972 were by the pitcher, according to the data, and
Weaver’s pitchers had more opportunities to attempt a
sacrifice both because the on-base-percentage (OBP)
of Baltimore batters (not including pitchers) in the 
bottom third of the order was generally comparable to
the team’s OBP as a whole, and because Baltimore’s
superior starting rotation often pitched late into games
allowing them more plate appearances.  

Even after the DH came into being, however, the
Orioles still led the league in sacrifice attempts the first
two years, and were third the year after that (1975).
But these years coincided with Baltimore’s (tempo-
rary) drop in home run power, previously mentioned.
It wasn’t until 1977 that the number of sacrifice 
attempts ordered by Weaver dropped dramatically. In
1978 and 1979, the Orioles were last and next to last
in the league in attempted sacrifices, in 1980 they 
attempted the third fewest, and in 1981 the fifth
fewest. After averaging 99 sacrifice attempts per year
from 1973 (the first year of the DH, so no pitchers bat-
ting) to 1976, Weaver’s Orioles averaged 65 per year
from 1977 to 1982, not including the 1981 strike-short-
ened season, a 34-percent drop. 

There are two other indicators of Weaver disdain-
ing the sacrifice even more after 1977 than before.
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Table 1: Orioles’ Sacrifice Bunts, Sacrifice Attempts, and Success Rate Relative to American League Average, 1969–1982
Orioles Lge Ave  Orioles Lge Ave 

YEAR Orioles SH Lge Ave SH SH Attempts SH Attempts SH Success SH Success
1969 74> 65 122> 88 61% <74%
1970 64> 68 138> 93 46% <73%
1971 85> 74 136> 105 63% <71%
1972 65> 74 119> 104 55% <71% 
1973 (DH) 58> 49 105> 69 55% <71%
1974 72> 63 112> 82 64% <77%
1975 73> 66 99> 84 74% <79%
1976 57 <68 80 <83 71% <82%
1977 48 <66 68 <80 71% <83%
1978 41 <73 59 <89 69% <82%
1979 42 <68 56 <87 75% <78%
1980 42 <65 64 <86 66% <76%
1981 26 <40 49 <53 53% <73%
1982 57> 54 77> 67 74% <81%



From 1969 to 1976, according to the data, 64 percent
of Baltimore’s sacrifice bunts came in victories and 22
percent in the seventh inning or later with the score
tied, the Orioles ahead by one, or behind but with the
potential tying run on base, at the plate, or on deck.
From 1977 to 1982, by contrast, 75 percent of the 
Orioles’ sacrifices came in victories, and only 15 per-
cent in the seventh inning or later in close games. This
means that Weaver became more reluctant to bunt
both when his team was losing and when his team
needed a run in a close game in the late innings. In ei-
ther situation, it is apparent Weaver was more inclined
after 1977 to let his hitters hit—looking for that home
run to instantly make up ground, or for hits to get
more runners on base and drive in runs.

Weaver was consistent throughout his managerial
career in rarely bunting a runner over when there was
already one out in the inning, except when American
League pitchers had to bat. It is worth noting, how-
ever, that with a runner on second base and first base
open, including with nobody out, Weaver’s Orioles
laid down a total of only 11 sacrifice bunts in the six
years from 1977 to 1982, compared to 32 in the four
years from 1973 (the beginning of the DH) to 1976. In
this circumstance, after 1977, Weaver was most clearly
not of a mind to sacrifice an out to get a runner al-
ready on second over to third; better to try to drive
him home with a hit.

Weaver’s disdain of the sacrifice bunt was further
validated by the Orioles’ routinely poor percentage in
successfully laying them down. The Orioles had a
worse success rate in sacrifice attempts than the
league average every one of Weaver’s 14 full seasons
at the helm, generally far below average. Weaver’s Ori-
oles actually attempted 112 more sacrifice bunts than
the average American League team, but were success-
ful only 63 percent of the time, while the AL average

was 76 percent. Weaver himself wrote: “Since a man-
ager should only have those hitters bunt who have the
skill, about 80 percent of your sacrifices should be suc-
cessful.”9 Mastering the bunt may not have been part
of the famed “Orioles Way,” but the Orioles’ frequent
inability to bunt successfully certainly made going for
the base hit—or better yet, the home run—a more
compelling option. 

ORIOLES NOT SO PRODUCTIVE IN MAKING PRODUCTIVE OUTS
The 1970s and early-1980s Orioles generally were not
very good in advancing base runners, perhaps because
this was not important to Weaver even at the begin-
ning of his managerial tenure. Besides disdaining the
bunt, Weaver did not want to sacrifice outs just to
move a runner over, whether by hitting behind the
runner or even the more dynamic hit-and-run. He con-
sidered the hit-and-run “the worst play in baseball”10

In the statistical category of making productive outs—
defined by Baseball-Reference.com as a batter advancing
any runner with nobody out or driving home a runner
with the second out of an inning—the Orioles were
below the league average every year Weaver was man-
ager except for 1969, 1973, and 1974. 

While Weaver’s Orioles remained relatively consis-
tent in percentage of productive outs,  1977 represents
a break point. From 1969 to 1971, while winning three
straight pennants, Baltimore batters made productive
outs in 27 percent of their opportunities with runners
on base, compared to the American League average of
30 percent. And from 1972 to 1976, most years in
which Weaver did not have an imposing pair of power
hitters in the heart of his batting order, Orioles’ hitters
made productive outs in 32 percent of their chances
to move up or score a runner, when the league average
was only slightly higher at 33 percent. But from 1977
to 1982, Baltimore’s 32 percent success rate in produc-
tive outs was substantially below the league average 
of 37 percent. 

The frequency of Baltimore batters grounding into
double plays relative to the rest of the league is yet an-
other metric that suggests Weaver’s disdain for small
ball and his desire for  his batters to hit with runners
on base really took off in 1977. Since Weaver did not
put on plays to advance his base runners, the potential
for double plays increased. Indeed, wrote Weaver,
“About the only thing you can say for the hit-and-run
is that it prevents the double play grounder.”11 In
Weaver’s first eight full seasons as manager—1969 to
1976—his Orioles hit into fewer double plays than the
league average every year except for 1969. But from
1977 till Weaver retired in 1982, Baltimore not only hit
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Earl Weaver spent his entire
17-year managerial career in
Baltimore and was ejected
97 times in his career, good
for third on the all-time man-
agerial ejections list, behind
Bobby Cox (161) and John
McGraw (117).N
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into more double plays than the league average, but
substantially more; the 820 double plays Weaver had
to watch his team hit into from the dugout those six
years was 11 percent more than the league average of
741 per team. 

Table 2: Orioles’ Percentage of Productive Outs and Total Grounded
Into Double Plays (GIDP) Relative to American League Average,
1969–1982

Orioles  Lge Ave  Orioles Lge Ave
Year Productive Outs Productive Outs GIDP GIDP
1969 30 % > 29 % 138 > 124
1970 27 % < 30 % 110 < 126
1971 25 % < 30 % 127 < 129
1972 27 % < 29 % 113 < 119
1973 (DH) 33 % > 32 % 126 < 134
1974 36 % > 34 % 124 < 132
1975 31 % < 35 % 114 < 125
1976 33 % < 36 % 119 = = 120 
1977 32 % < 37 % 132 > 124
1978 34 % < 39 % 136 > 122
1979 33 % < 38 % 143 > 137
1980 32 % < 38 % 158 > 141
1981 31 % < 36 % 110 > 89
1982 32 % < 36% 141 > 128

STOLEN BASES OK
While the stolen base was one small ball strategy that
Weaver did have use for, he also warned that “the
failed stolen base attempt can be destructive, particu-
larly at the top of the order, because it takes the runner
off the base paths ahead of your home run hitters.”12

Unlike sacrifice bunts and hitting behind the runner, at
least a caught-stealing did not give up the batter as an
out. With talented base stealers like Don Baylor in the
mid-1970s and Al Bumbry after that, Weaver was will-
ing to regard the stolen base attempt as an acceptable
risk. In his 14 years as Baltimore manager from 1969
to 1982, Weaver had at least one player steal 20 or
more bases sixteen times, including three players in
1974 and  1976. 

Until his last two years as manager, when Balti-
more was fourth and third in the league in fewest
steals, Weaver appears to have been comfortable with
the stolen base as a tactic. The Orioles led the league
in steals in 1973, were third in 1974, and were typically
well above the league average in successful stolen base
attempts. There were only three years—including the
last two before he retired (the first time)—that
Weaver’s Orioles were below the league average in
stolen base percentage. Nonetheless, his Orioles were
successful 66 percent of the time during his tenure,

substantially below the 75 percent Weaver believed
was necessary for the steal “to be worthwhile.”13

WEAVER AND THE PLATOON ADVANTAGE AT BAT
Earl Weaver was also acclaimed for seeking to gain the
advantage in batter-pitcher match-ups during games
when it mattered most. Although other managers long
before him were aware of how their batters matched
up against certain pitchers, Weaver was probably the
first to be so systematic about it. In the late 1940s, the
Brooklyn Dodgers’ statistician, Allan Roth, pioneered
the keeping of these kinds of statistics, but outside of
Burt Shotton, Dodgers managers chose not to rely on
them.14 For the most part, when managers went to
their bench to play the percentages with a pinch hitter,
all that basically mattered was who was available who
batted from the opposite side the pitcher threw. There
was, of course, strategizing as to who to use when—
managers would choose when to pinch hit a slap-
hitting speed guy to get a rally started and when to
send in a big bopper to drive in runners or to make it
a game again with one mighty blow. But it was Weaver
who was ahead of his time in using statistical-based
analysis to determine the make-up of his bench and
decide at potential turning points in the game which 
of his hitters had the best chance of coming through 
in the clutch.15 These were informed decisions by
Weaver, based on players’ past performance. 

Earl Weaver almost always had a regular platoon
at one position or another—most famously the left-
handed batting John Lowenstein with the right-handed
batting Gary Roenicke in left field from 1979 to 1982—
and sometimes he platooned players at two or three
positions at any one time. But for most of the first half
of his career as Baltimore manager, Weaver’s seeking
the platoon advantage in any given at bat was not out
of the ordinary compared to other managers. From
1969 to 1976, there was not one single year in which
the Orioles exceeded the league average in percentage
of plate appearances where they had the platoon ad-
vantage—defined as a batter facing a pitcher throwing
from the opposite side. Not one. American League
teams on average during those eight years had a 
platoon advantage against the pitcher in 54 percent of
their plate appearances; for Weaver’s Orioles, the an-
nual average was 51 percent. 

Aside from 1975, when the Orioles had the platoon
advantage in 45 percent of their plate appearances,
compared to 55 percent for the league as a whole, it is
not surprising that the biggest gap between the Ori-
oles and the rest of the league—9 percent fewer plate
appearances with the platoon advantage—was when
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Baltimore dominated the American League by winning
three consecutive blowout division titles and pennants
from 1969 to 1971, during which they also led the
league in scoring twice and were second in 1969.
These were the years when Weaver had his most sta-
ble daily line-up, with Boog Powell at first, Davey
Johnson at second, Mark Belanger at short, Brooks
Robinson at third, and Don Buford, Paul Blair, and
Frank Robinson in the outfield. Powell and Buford
(who was a switch hitter) were the only left-handed
bats among his core regulars. That’s every regular po-
sition on the field except catcher, where Weaver
platooned the left-handed Elrod Hendricks with the
right-handed Andy Etchebarren. 

Although Weaver gave Frank Robinson and Buford
more days of rest in 1970 and 1971, his seven core play-
ers at the seven positions behind the pitcher each met
the major league minimum of 502 plate appearances to
qualify for the batting title in every one of those three
years. After 1971, Weaver’s teams never had more than
five players in any given year play 130 or more games
in the field and have enough plate appearances to qual-
ify for the batting title, except in 1975 (he had six),
when the Orioles had their biggest deficit in the platoon
advantage relative to the rest of the league. In five of
Weaver’s ten seasons as manager after the DH came
into effect, the Orioles’ designated hitter also had
enough plate appearances to meet the major league
minimum. 

Once again, 1977 was the year Weaver changed his
dynamic. From 1977 through 1982, Weaver managed
his offense to ensure that the Orioles had the platoon

advantage in any given plate appearance 64 percentage
of the time—substantially higher than the 57 percent
averaged by the now-fourteen teams in the American
League. In Weaver’s last three years as manager before
he decided to retire, the Orioles were second in 1980
and first in the league in 1981 and third in 1982 in pla-
toon advantage at the plate. Having a pair of dangerous
switch hitters from either side of the plate all six of
those years in Eddie Murray and Ken Singleton, who
could always bat from the opposite hand of the pitcher,
certainly helped Weaver attain such a high platoon 
advantage. 

In the DH era, AL managers wanting a platoon ad-
vantage at the plate had to pinch hit for position
players. With his carefully constructed bench, and his
copious notes on Orioles batters versus particular
pitchers, Weaver gained a deserved reputation as the
mastermind of pinch hitting. In 1977 this Earl Weaver
trait became clearly apparent. In his first three full sea-
sons as manager, Weaver sent the fewest pinch hitters
to the plate of any AL manager twice—in 1969 and
1971—and only Boston’s manager Eddie Kasko made
fewer in 1970. This statistic is misleading, however,
because pitchers still had to bat in the American
League and Weaver had the best starting rotation on
the most dominant team in the league. His staff had
the lowest starters’ ERA in the league all three years,
had the highest percentage of quality starts, and aver-
aged the most innings pitched per start in the last two
years, and were second the first year. 

With pitchers the caliber of Jim Palmer, Mike Cuel-
lar, and Dave McNally anchoring his rotation all three

Table 3. Orioles’ Percentage of Plate Appearances With Platoon Advantage and Total Pinch Hitters 
Relative to American League Average, 1969–1982

Orioles % Lge Ave % Orioles Number of Lge Ave Number of 
Year Platoon Advantage Platoon Advantage Pinch Hit At Bats Pinch Hit At Bats
1969 50% <54% 150 <209
1970 50% <55% 163 <214
1971 50% <55% 122 <191
1972 53% <54% 173 <184
1973 (DH) 52% <55% 101 <104
1974 52% <55% 94 <122
1975 45% <55% 120> 112
1976 53% <54% 112 <113 
1977 61%> 56% 128> 117
1978 64%> 57% 140> 112
1979 61%> 56% 136> 117
1980 67%> 59% 186> 136
1981 65%> 58% 121> 88
1982 65%> 58% 188> 125



years—joined by Pat Dobson in 1971 to become only
the second major league team in history (after the
1920 Chicago White Sox) to have four 20-game win-
ners—and the Orioles also prolific in scoring runs,
Weaver had little occasion to pinch hit for his pitchers.
Moreover, Weaver was willing let his starters go the
distance if they had the lead and were pitching well.
Sparky Anderson, Weaver was not.

Once the DH came along, Weaver was generally in
the mainstream when it came to pinch hitting for posi-
tion players through 1976. In the first four years of the
DH, the Oriels averaged 107 pinch-hit at bats per year,
five percent fewer than the league average per team.
Then from 1977 to 1982, Weaver sent a pinch hitter to
the plate an average of 150 times per season, 29 per-
cent more often than the league average of 137.

WEAVER’S POSITION PLAYER SUBSTITUTIONS 
All of this is consistent with the total number of in-
game position substitutions Earl Weaver made as
manager of the Baltimore Orioles, with 1977 once
again a clear delineation. In his first four full seasons
as manager, Weaver was not at the high end of man-
agers substituting for position players. But of course,
the quality of Baltimore’s core regulars those years—
at least from 1969 to 1971—was such that there was
likely little to be gained for Weaver to replace players
during games beyond resting his starting position play-
ers every now and again. Weaver made an average of
159 position player substitutions per year while win-
ning three straight pennants, allowing his position
players to complete 88 percent of the games they
started, according to data in Retrosheet.16 In 1972, the
last year American League pitchers had to hit for them-
selves, Weaver made 198 position player substitutions,
allowing his starters to stay in the game 84 percent of
the time. 

In the first four years of the DH, Weaver began ris-
ing to the top tier of American League managers
making position player substitutions, averaging 215
per season. The percentage of games completed by the
Orioles’ starting position players dropped from 87 per-
cent in 1974, to 83 percent in 1975, and 81 percent in
1976. The major reason for this was that power-hitting
first baseman Lee May, who was not especially gifted
defensively, completed only 66 percent of the 142
games he started at first in 1975 and 52 percent of the
93 games he started there in 1976. Weaver also started
May at DH in 51 games in 1976. 

Beginning in 1977 until he retired after the 1982
season, and not counting the strike-shortened year 
of 1981, Weaver never again made fewer than 300 

in-game position substitutions, usually precipitated by
pinch hitting for an advantage. And in 1981, the 239
substitutions he made projected to equal 369. Weaver
made 387 position player substitutions in 1977—52
percent more than in 1976—and the percentage of 
position players who completed the games they started
was down to 71 percent. May and rookie Eddie 
Murray—both of whom also started in the DH role—
completed only 55 percent of their starts at first base.
Over the next five years, Weaver’s starting line-up of
position players (not including the DH) completed
only 76 percent of their games, meaning that on aver-
age in any given game, two of his eight starters who
took the field in the first inning were out of the game
before it ended. 

The jump from the annual average of 192 position
substitutions in Weaver’s first eight seasons to 312 in
his last six years beginning in 1977 was dramatic and 
indicative of Earl Weaver consolidating into enduring
practice two of his most fundamental tenets. One, he
prized fielding to back up his pitching staff. Two, he pri-
oritized batter match-ups at key moments of the game.
Particularly in the last half of his tenure as Baltimore
manager—when he no longer had seven position play-
ers who should indisputably take the field every
day—Weaver put together teams that had redundancy
at virtually every position, giving him options for both
pinch hitting and defensive replacements.

The only position players who were assured the
likelihood of finishing the games they started in
Weaver’s final six years as Baltimore manager were
first baseman Eddie Murray, third baseman Doug
DeCinces (until he was traded to the Angels before the
1982 season), center fielder Al Bumbry (most years),
and shortstop Cal Ripken in 1982. Even Ken Singleton,
one of the best outfielders in the American League,
was in the game at the end of only 52 percent of the
643 games he started in right field from 1977 to 1981.
Despite Singleton’s prodigious offensive production—
averaging 23 home runs, 89 RBIs, and .301 at the
plate—Weaver felt his defense left much to be desired.
By 1982, Singleton was the Orioles’ DH. When he had
his two best years in 1977 (24 home runs, 99 RBI, a
.328 batting average, and a .438 on-base percentage)
and 1979 (35 home runs, 111 RBI, a .295 batting aver-
age, and a .405 on-base percentage), Singleton still
completed only 61 percent of the games he started in
right field both seasons. 

The outfield was where Earl Weaver made the pre-
ponderance of his in-game substitutions from 1977 to
1982. For those six years, outfielders in his starting
line-up were still in the game when the final out was
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made only 65 percent of the time. In some respects,
Weaver’s frequent in-game substitutions of outfielders
harkened back to George Stallings’ model with the
1914 “miracle” Boston Braves, the year Stallings made
platooning famous. Weaver had Singleton and Bum-
bry starting most often in right and center and used
Roenicke and Lowenstein as a platoon in left (whereas
Stallings had, maybe, only Joe Connolly of that caliber
among his outfielders). But Weaver also always had
some combination of the left-handed Pat Kelly, Tom
Shopay, Larry Harlow, and Jim Dwyer and the right-
handed Andres Mora, Carlos Lopez, and Benny Ayala
on his bench to pinch hit and play the outfield as
needed, which was often. 

The Orioles’ infield was also not immune to Weaver’s
substitutions. From 1978 to 1980, Weaver started Kiko
Garcia at shortstop in 237 games—almost exactly half of
the total games Baltimore played, with Mark Belanger
starting most of the rest—but kept him in the game in
only 130 of them. Belanger, one of the best defensive
shortstops ever, usually finished up for Garcia. Mean-
while, Lenn Sakata was a versatile infielder who often
took over second base for Rich Dauer. 

MORE WINS THAN EXPECTED AFTER 1977
Whatever one thinks of the merits of Weaver’s grand
strategy, it is likely not a coincidence that his Balti-
more Orioles exceeded their “Pythagorean” wins
expectancy every season beginning in 1977. From 1977
to 1982, the Orioles won 35 games more than pro-
jected based on their runs scored versus runs allowed,
an average of 5.8 extra wins per year. The only man-
ager in history besides Weaver to exceed his team’s
Pythagorean expectancy to such an extent for as many
consecutive seasons was Joe Torre with the 2001–06
Yankees.17 That the Orioles won only one division title
(and one pennant) in that time and still won nearly
six games a year more than they should have suggests
Weaver’s philosophy was responsible for the Baltimore

Orioles being as good and competitive as they were.
Weaver’s approach to building his teams so that he
had maximum flexibility for making moves during
games, of seeking the platoon advantage at bat in key
situations, of not sacrificing outs just to move base
runners along, and of trying to score runs by batting
them in—preferably in bunches with three-run home
runs—made his Baltimore Orioles one of the toughest
teams to beat. �
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A Graphical View of the SABR Era
Jim Albert

The SABR Era

INTRODUCTION 
Baseball has had a rich history in the forty years since
the founding of SABR in 1971. It is interesting that
SABR began at about the same time as the introduction
of the designated hitter (DH) in the American League
in the 1973 season. The intent of this article is to use
graphs to show changes in batting, pitching, speed,
strategy, attendance, and the length of games over the
SABR era. Since the DH is used only for home games
in American League ballparks, we focus on how these
different baseball measures differ between the National
and American leagues.

RUN SCORING
Teams win by scoring more runs than their opponents
and so it is natural to look first at the pattern of run
scoring across the SABR era. Figure 1 displays the mean
number of runs scored per game for each team for the
seasons 1971 through 2010; NL teams are displayed
using black dots and AL teams using gray diamonds.
Lowess smoothing curves are overlaid (black for the
NL, gray for the AL), and these curves will be shown
helpful for seeing the basic patterns of run scoring (and
other baseball measures) across time. We see a general
increase in run scoring from 1971 to 1985, followed by
a brief lull until 1990 and then a dramatic increase until
1998. In recent years from 1998 to 2010, there has been
a general decrease in run scoring. There is an obvious
DH effect in run scoring, as the American League has
consistently scored more runs than the National League.
Also the patterns of run scoring in the two leagues has
been roughly parallel in the period from 1980 to 2010,
indicating that there are factors (such as the use of
steroids) that have had equal effects on offense in both
leagues during this period.

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE LEAGUES
To better understand the difference in run scoring be-
tween the two leagues, Figure 2 displays the difference. 

AL MINUS NL = Average Runs Scored by an AL
Team MINUS the Average Runs Scored by a NL team
during the SABR era. It is interesting to note that the
AL tended to score about 0.4 runs more runs per game
(per team) for the period 1980 to 2000, but the differ-
ence has been decreasing slightly from 2000 to 2010.

Figure 1. Runs per Game Through the SABR Era
Mean number of runs scored per game for each team during the
SABR era. The two leagues are represented using different plotting
symbols and smoothing curves are overlaid to show the general
patterns of change.

Figure 2. Differences in Leagues of R. G. Through the SABR Era
Difference in the mean number of runs scored per game between
the AL and NL. A smoothing curve is drawn to show the general
pattern.



HOME RUN HITTING
Since run scoring is strongly associated with home run
hitting, it seems natural to explore next the pattern 
of home run hitting in the SABR era for each league.
Figure 3 plots the mean number of home runs hit per
game per team and overlays the points with smooth-
ing curves. The pattern of home run hitting as shown
in Figure 3 mirrors the general patterns in Figure 1—
as run scoring increases, so does the rate of hitting
home runs. Again there are two dramatic increases in
home run hitting, the first increase occurring between
1975 and 1985, and the second increase between 1990
and 2000. There has been a gradual decrease in home
run hitting in the last ten years.

WALKS
Although much less dramatic than the home run, a
walk is an effective way for a batter to get on base and
the media currently appreciate players who are careful
about swinging at pitches and are good in drawing
walks. Figure 4 demonstrates that the average number
of walks per game and team has gone through dra-
matic changes during the SABR era. From 1970 to
1985, the average number of walks first increased until
1975, decreased from 1975 to 1980, and started to in-
crease again until 1985. During the early period, it is
difficult to distinguish the two leagues with respect to
walks. From 1985 to 1995, walks become more com-
mon in the American League—in 1995, the AL
averaged about 0.4 more walks (per game per team)
than the NL. But in recent years, 2000 to 2010, the 

pattern has reversed and there have been consistently
more walks issued by NL pitchers. 

STRIKEOUTS
Home runs are intrinsically connected with strikeouts.
As a player hits more home runs, it is common to 
believe he has a greater propensity to strike out. Fig-
ure 5 demonstrates that the mean number of strikeouts
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Figure 3. Home Runs Through the SABR Era
The mean number of home runs hit per game and each team for
the two leagues. Smoothing curves are added to the graph to dis-
play the patterns of home run hitting of the two leagues.

Figure 5. Strikeouts per Game Through the SABR Era
The mean number of strikeouts per game and team for both leagues
in the SABR era. Smoothing curves are overlaid to show the general
pattern in strikeouts.

Figure 4. Walks Through the SABR Era
The mean number of walks per game per team for both leagues in
the SABR era. Smoothing curves are overlaid to show the general
pattern in walks.



per game per team has gone through dramatic changes
in the SABR ear. From 1980 to 2010, the mean number
of strikeouts has increased from 4.5 to 6.7 in the AL,
and from 5.1 to 7.3 in the NL. Generally, one sees one
additional strikeout per game in a NL game (compared
to an AL game) which can be attributed to the pitcher
in the batting lineup.

SPEED—STOLEN BASES
One exciting aspect of baseball is the use of speed to
move around the bases and make fielding plays. One
particular “speed play” is the stolen base. Figure 6 dis-
plays the mean number of stolen bases per game for
each team for each league in the SABR era. The preva-
lence of the stolen base increased for both leagues
from 1971 to 1976. But in the period 1976 to 2000, the
stolen base was much more common in the National
League; in the early 1980’s, the NL had approximately
0.3 more stolen bases per game per team. This pattern
is expected since the AL has been scoring more runs
and hitting more home runs, and the stolen base rep-
resents a “small ball” alternative method of scoring.
In the recent period, 2000 to 2010, the stolen base av-
erage has been similar for both leagues.

STRATEGY—THE USE OF THE SACRIFICE BUNT
One obvious way the DH impacts baseball strategy is
in the use of the sacrifice bunt. Pitchers in the NL will
often attempt a sacrifice bunt to advance runners to
second or third base and AL pitchers rarely have the
same opportunity. Figure 7 displays the mean number

of sacrifice hits per game per team for both leagues. As
expected, sacrifice hits are much more prevalent in the
NL; in recent years, the mean number of sacrifice hits
in the NL is double the mean number of SH in the AL.

USE OF PITCHERS
The use of pitchers has gone through dramatic
changes in the SABR era. We all know that unlike 40
years ago, it is very uncommon for a starting pitcher to
throw a complete game. Figure 8 displays the mean
number of pitchers per game per league across the
SABR era. There are two general comments. First,
likely due to the DH rule, the NL tends to use about,
an average, a half of a pitcher more per game per team
than the AL. Also there has been a steady increase
over the 40-year period in the number of pitchers used.
Since the team roster is a fixed size, one would think
that there would be some limit to the number of pitch-
ers used in a game and so these graphs would tend to
level off to some constant value over time.

BASEBALL ATTENDANCE
How has the popularity of baseball changed in the
SABR era? Figure 9 displays the average attendance for
games played in the NL ballpark and games played in
the AL ballpark. The good news gleaned from this fig-
ure is that there has been a steady increase in the
average attendance in both leagues. For most of the
years, the NL has averaged a higher attendance then
the AL—in recent years, the average attendance at a
NL game is 2,000 higher than at an AL game. 

The Baseball Research Journal, October, 2011

64

Figure 6. Stolen Bases Through the SABR Era
The mean number of stolen bases per game and team for both
leagues during the SABR era.

Figure 7. Sacrifice Hits Through the SABR Era
The mean number of sacrifice hits for each game and team for both
leagues during the SABR era.



TIME OF GAME
One general concern about baseball is that it is per-
ceived to be a slow game compared to other sports such
as basketball and football. How has the time of a base-
ball game changed over the SABR era? Back in 1971, the
mean length of a game was about 148 minutes (two and
a half hours) in the NL and about 151 minutes in the

AL. The mean lengths of games has shown a steady 
increase until about 1995 when the games averaged 
180 minutes in the AL and 170 minutes in the NL. It is
interesting that the mean game times decreased in the
period 2000 to 2005 and increased in the last five years.
Two obvious reasons for the change in game times are
the increases in run scoring (Figure 1) and the number
of pitchers used (Figure 7).

CONCLUDING REMARKS
The source of the data for most of these graphs is Sean
Forman’s baseball-reference.com website, where tables
give summaries of many pitching and batting meas-
ures for each league in the history of Major League
Baseball. The original data source is the game logs pro-
vided by the Retrosheet organization at retrosheet.org;
several graphs were created using Retrosheet game
logs for the seasons 1971 through 2010. The graphs
were created using the ggplot2 package (Wickham,
2009) using the open-source R statistics system. �
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Figure 8. Mean Number of Pitchers Through the SABR Era
The mean number of pitchers used per game and each team for
both leagues in the SABR era.

Figure 9. Attendance Through the SABR Era
The mean game attendance for games played in National League
and American League ballparks during the SABR era.

Figure 10.  Mean Time of Game Through the SABR Era
The mean length of a baseball game (in minutes) for games played in
American League and National League ballparks during the SABR era.



The 1980s was a decade of transition for base-
ball. Power numbers were noticeably down,
making the eye-opening numbers of the steroid-

enhanced decades following look even gaudier. In the
1980s, players hit 40 home runs just 13 times—the
lowest of any decade since Babe Ruth revolutionized
the game.

The lack of power is just one of the many reasons
the 1980s remains an overlooked era. Few things are
celebrated from the 1980s, and much of what is 
remembered is negative: the 1981 strike, a cocaine
scandal, umpire Don Denkinger’s blown call in the
1985 World Series, the banishment of all-time hits
leader Pete Rose for gambling, an earthquake post-
poning the 1989 World Series, the spread of Astroturf. 

But there were many great players and moments
during the decade, they just weren’t reliant on the
home run or recognized by the press. The superstars
stayed out of the limelight as the game began to re-
volve around speed and relief pitching.

“The game is cyclical by its nature,” Major League
Baseball Official Historian John Thorn said. “That is
the biggest reason for minor swings in the ’80s.” 

Baseball had plenty of cycles prior to the 1980s.
Pitching became the dominant force in the 1960s, lead-
ing to significantly lower earned run averages and
batting averages. But home run hitters continued to
power the ball out of the ballpark in the 1960s and
1970s with plenty of 40 home run seasons from play-
ers like Hank Aaron, Mickey Mantle, Harmon Killebrew,
Willie Mays, and Willie McCovey.

That cycle continued until the 1980s, when the
home run totals of the game’s best sluggers returned
to the 30s, only reaching the 40s 13 times. Philadel-
phia Phillies third baseman Mike Schmidt was the only
one to do it twice, hitting 48 home runs in 1980 and 40
home runs in 1983. Reggie Jackson and Ben Oglivie
each hit 41 home runs in 1980, Tony Armas slammed
43 in 1984, while Darrell Evans and Jessie Barfield
reached 40 home runs in 1985 and 1986, respectively.
1987 may have been a harbinger of the decade to
come, with four players topping 40: Andre Dawson
and Mark McGwire each clubbed 49 homers, leading
Dawson to the National League MVP and McGwire to
the American League Rookie of the Year. Dale Murphy

(44) and George Bell (47) also reached the feat in 
1987 and Bell won the American League MVP. Oak-
land’s Jose Canseco hit 42 in 1988 and San Francisco’s 
Kevin Mitchell hit 47 in 1989 earning both players
MVP trophies. 

Compared to the previous and following decades,
the ’80s appears to be a trough in individual power
numbers. Players hit 40 or more home runs 20 times
in the 1970s with Willie Stargell, Johnny Bench, and
George Foster reaching the total twice. Sluggers
reached 40 home runs a stunning 77 times in the 1990s
and 91 times in the 2000s as steroids and smaller ball-
parks came to dominate the game. Elsewhere in this
journal Jim Albert’s graphical representations of “the
SABR Era” demonstrate drops in home run hitting in
both leagues in the 1980s, in the latter half of the
decade especially. When OPS is graphed from 1920 to
the present, the only other decade showing a trough in
power production similar to the 1980s is the 1940s,
when war drained talent from the major leagues. 

In 1990, Cecil Fielder hit 51 home runs—the first
of three consecutive 40 home run seasons for the 
Detroit Tigers’ first baseman. That broke the longest
streak of seasons without a 50 home run hitter at 
13 years. Cubs second baseman Ryne Sandberg led 
the National League with 40. Canseco tied Fielder for 
the league lead with 44 in 1991. This started a decade
in which at least two players hit 40 home runs every 
season. The first big surge happened in 1996 where 
16 players hit 40 or more home runs. 

Oglivie, the former All-Star left fielder for the 
Milwaukee Brewers, said it wasn’t the way sluggers in
past decades approached hitting. “The long ball has
become the thing to be enamored with, even with guys
who can’t do it. The home run is pretty much a mis-
take thing. Pitchers don’t want to give up the home
run. It is a glorified hit. It isn’t the goal to shoot for in
this game. It happens when the guys are fundamen-
tally doing the right things. It is almost like winning
the lottery. The hitter wins the lottery when a pitcher
makes a mistake. Nobody can go up and hit home
runs every at bat.”

And many players tried to swing for power less in
the 1980s, especially with Astroturf taking up half of
the ballparks. Teams like the St. Louis Cardinals began
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to change their lineups to focus on speed. The Cardi-
nals ran with Ozzie Smith, Willie McGee, Lonnie
Smith, and Vince Coleman, piling up stolen bases and
winning three pennants behind manager Whitey 
Herzog. The style of play was dubbed “Whitey Ball.”
But other teams were on the same track. Tim Raines
and Andre Dawson both stole hundreds of bases for
the Montreal Expos, while Tony Gwynn and Alan Wig-
gins ran free in San Diego. Across baseball, players
stole more than 3,000 bases every year in the 1980s
except strike-shortened 1981, something that had only
been done nine other seasons in the modern era. 

“Scoring runs is the name of the game [no matter
how you get them],” Oglivie said. “So if you are draft-
ing guys who can run, it makes a lot of sense. It was
geared toward speed.” And once a handful of teams
found that success, it wasn’t long before other teams
began focusing on speed. 

“There is an element of follow the leader that hap-
pened in the 1980s,” Thorn said. “The Yankees remade
their roster in the 1980s to utilize speed and defense.
And it didn’t work with that short porch.” Other teams
out-slugged the Yankees in their home ball park, which
was part of the reason the Yankees didn’t win a pen-
nant after 1981 when their late-1970s dynasty began to
break up. 

Another major factor in low scoring was the rise of
relief pitching and the role of the closer. The role
emerged in the 1970s with guys like Rollie Fingers and
Goose Gossage, but spread during the 1980s where
most teams had a dominant closer. Fingers won the
American League Cy Young in 1981. Bruce Sutter dom-
inated for the Cubs and Cardinals. Gossage was still a
force, and Willie Hernandez, Mark Davis, and Steve
Bedrosian all won Cy Young awards as closers during
the 1980s. Lee Smith, Dennis Eckersley, and Dan
Quisenberry began to befuddle hitters. It was the first
decade in which closers across baseball basically took
an inning away from opposing offenses. Coming into
the decade, there were only seven seasons in which
20 percent of the games had saves recorded and 71
seasons with less than 10 percent of the games having
a save. But every season in the 1980s had more than
20 percent and that trend has continued to the present. 

“Relief pitching patterns changed,” Thorn said.
“Sutter and Gossage continued to dominate, but Tony
La Russa started using Eckersley in the ninth inning. I
think anyone could have had a good closer any time
they wished.”

The onslaught of relief pitching had a direct effect
on the hitters in the 1980s, Oglivie said, especially the
power numbers. “Now, they don’t face the starters as

long. When I played, we might see a starter the whole
game. Baseball is evolving. It was tougher for the 
hitters in that way.” He went on to explain, “Now,
starters pitch five, six, or seven innings. It gave the hit-
ters time to make the adjustments. If you had faced a
pitcher one or two times around, usually by the third
time, you have a bead on that pitcher. Now, someone
comes in in the sixth inning and he can pitch in the
high 90s. Good pitchers, you might see them a fourth
time, but three times is a lot today. After the third time,
you have a new pitcher and it is like you start over
again. And you see a closer one time.”

Another thing teams saw only one time in the 1980s
was a World Series title. Nine different teams won
World Series championships during the decade, a vast
difference from having just one team win only a single
series in the 1970s. Oakland, Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, and
the New York Yankees all won multiple championships
while Baltimore just won in 1970, (though they did have
pennants in 1971 and 1979). National television audi-
ences got to know many of the players who were in
multiple World Series. And the Yankees finally picked 
it up again in the 1990s, winning four titles in a five-
year period letting the nation become acquainted with 
players like Derek Jeter and Mariano Rivera. 

“The lack of a dynasty may be a testament to free
agency,” Thorn said. “That continued in the 1990s. For
all the talk in the late 1970s of how free agency was
going to kill competitive balance, the 1980s and the
first half of the 1990s had a greater balance than ever
before.”

The spread success also came from the team-first
attitude of the superstars of the game. While outspo-
ken Reggie Jackson was winding down his career,
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Ben Oglivie played 16 sea-
sons in the majors starting in
1971, and now is the hitting
coach for the West Michigan
Whitecaps (Detroit Tigers,
Single A). 
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quiet superstars like Cal Ripken Jr., Robin Yount, Tony
Gwynn, Ryne Sandberg, Dale Murphy, Eddie Murray,
Ozzie Smith, and Andre Dawson emerged. All were
great, but perhaps Ripken is the only household name
of the group. Mike Schmidt and George Brett were per-
haps the best players of the decade but their names do
not resonate in the mainstream like the names of the
previous era of Aaron, Mays, Mantle, and Clemente. 

“The 1970s were kind of flamboyant,” Thorn said.
“You had the afro hairdos, the disco demolition. It is
not a surprise that it leveled off [in the 1980s].”

That was the way the stars of most teams acted,
Oglivie said. “Robin Yount was not the type of guy to
talk,” he said. “There is something about quiet lead-
ership. He didn’t have to be loud to get his point
across. Your point can be made with how you perform
on the field. Reggie Jackson said what he had to 
say, and that was his game, and that’s fine. Our team
didn’t have that. Yount led by example, Molitor the
same thing, but he was a little more outspoken than
Robin was. Language is expressed a lot more by what
they do than what they say.”

Table 1. A list of the 13 times players hit 40 or more home runs 
during the 1980s.

Name Home Runs Year
Mike Schmidt 48 1980
Reggie Jackson 41 1980
Ben Oglivie 41 1980
Mike Schmidt 40 1983
Tony Armas 43 1984
Darrell Evans 40 1985
Jessie Barfield 40 1986
Andre Dawson 49 1987
Mark McGwire 49 1987
George Bell 47 1987
Dale Murphy 44 1987
Jose Canseco 42 1988
Kevin Mitchell 47 1989

The next era, home runs became the expression and
that led to more household names like Ken Griffey Jr.,
Barry Bonds, Mark McGwire, and Sammy Sosa. Power
hitters returned to the limelight for their feats on the
field and, eventually, the controversies off the field.

The cyclical nature of the game continued, Thorn
explained. “When power numbers are down (for a
while), there is only one place for them to go.” 

The change was inevitable, but Oglivie doesn’t like
the effect the big numbers have had on younger hitters.
“I have a different perception when it comes to the long
ball,” said Oglivie, who is the hitting coach for the West
Michigan Whitecaps, a Class-A affiliate of the Detroit
Tigers. “When you look at baseball today, the guy from
the first to the last in the lineup wants to hit a home
run. They want to go for the long ball. During the era
of Mickey Mantle and Willie Mays, the fourth and fifth
hitter was looked upon as the ones to hit home runs.
The first and second guys set the table. Now, everyone
works to hit home runs at the expense of their average
even if it is something they can’t do effectively through-
out the season. You see a lot of fly ball outs. 

“You can have second hitters hitting 20 or 30 home
runs. In the past, it wasn’t that way. It is not some-
thing players should try for if that’s not what their cup
of tea is.

“They lose the sense of what they are supposed to
accomplish for the team.”

But the good players of each era would thrive in any
era, Oglivie said. “Mike Schmidt and Reggie Jackson
would still get their home runs today,” he said. “The
game hasn’t changed. The lines and dimensions haven’t
changed. The eras are different.”

And, sandwiched between baseball’s Golden Era
and the Steroid Era, the 1980s will continue to be over-
looked. �
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What if? This is one of the most often asked
questions of historians. What if the May-
flower had not sailed? What if Robert

Kennedy had not been assassinated? What if the 
Watergate break-in had never been discovered?

Baseball fans play out the same scenarios. What if
Shoeless Joe Jackson had not been banned from base-
ball? What if the Phillies never traded Ryne Sandberg?
What if Ken Griffey Jr. had not had so many injuries?
What if the 1998 Yankees could have played against
the 1927 Yankees?

In baseball, dedicated fans are lucky enough to
have some idea of how these situations would have
played out. A generation of fans has enjoyed countless
hours playing out these scenarios, and others, thanks
to a few dedicated people who had a love for statistics
and a dedication to accuracy.

Board games have long been a part of American
culture. Parker Brothers and Milton Bradley helped to
popularize many board games like Monopoly, Risk,
The Game of Life, and Clue throughout the first half of
the twentieth century. Board games were often looked
to as a way to relax, a way to entertain, and a way to
escape. Even in a bad economy, board games often
thrive as an affordable way to have fun. Naturally,
with the board game industry growing at the same
time as the national pastime, there was a market for
baseball board games. Journalist Jonathan Tully wrote,
“According to the Baseball Hall of Fame, in-home
amusements based on baseball stretch back as far as
1866, when ‘fashionable people in New York City were
playing Parlour Baseball.’”1

There were a number of baseball-themed board
games that arrived on the market throughout base-
ball’s early years, but not many actually tried to
simulate the real action of a game. The first baseball
simulation board game that gained popularity was 
National Pastime, a predecessor to APBA (American
Professional Baseball Association). National Pastime
was the first game to use player statistics to determine
game play. However, the first game to really catch on
with baseball enthusiasts was the Ethan Allen All-Star
Baseball game, first distributed in 1941. Allen, a former
ballplayer, created a game where probabilities for cer-
tain batting outcomes, based on a player’s statistics,

were represented on a disk. If a player was a power
hitter, the home run area on the disk would be larger
than the singles area. Players would spin a dial which
would land on one of the outcomes on the disk. The
game had success, but was limited in its ability to
replicate actual strategy and statistics (a pitcher’s abil-
ity did not play a role in this game). It was geared
toward children, and as a result, many players lost 
interest once they reached their adult years. Cadaco is
the most recent producer of All-Star Baseball, having
last produced the game in 2004, and while the game
has remained popular, it does not have the same cult
following that other games have enjoyed.

In 1951 a new game came on the market that 
targeted older baseball fans. APBA is a game created
by Dick Seitz. APBA combined the use of dice with
player cards that represented a player’s statistics. The
game included both hitting and pitching aspects.
Seitz’s first production run was in 1951 and the game
caught on. Fans enjoyed being able to replicate the 
excitement of watching Major League Baseball through
playing a board game. Now fans had a way to pass the
time during the long winter months when there was
no big league baseball to enjoy. Seitz continued to 
refine his game over the next few years and APBA
began to gain popularity.

At around the same time, a young man named Hal
Richman was also tinkering with his own baseball
strategy game. Mr. Richman had been fine tuning 
his own game for a few years, and when APBA was
released, Mr. Richman was upset as he felt someone
beat him to the punch. However, he continued to work
on his own game, and Strat-O-Matic was released in
1961. Strat-O-Matic was not successful initially, but in
its third year, Mr. Richman took out a loan from his 
father with the understanding that if he did not make
his game a success, he would go into his father’s in-
surance business. Thankfully for him and the many
future adherents of the game, Strat-O-Matic quickly 
became profitable. 

Through the years, many possible competitors have
appeared, including Pursue the Pennant, Replay, and 
Statis Pro Baseball, but only a few have become 
sustainable players in the market. The arrival of
videogames has caused the market for baseball strategy
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board games to shrink to the point that the current
market can support only a few of the games. APBA
and Strat-O-Matic have remained. Most impressive is
that both of these games have managed to garner 
the majority of their new players through mail-order
marketing campaigns and magazine ads, rather than
relying on in-store sales.

WHAT HAS ALLOWED THESE GAMES TO STAY POPULAR?
John Herson, owner of APBA, says one big reason
APBA has remained popular is that it has stayed true
to its roots. Not many changes have been made over
the years to the rules or gameplay, so players have
gained a certain level of familiarity and comfort with
the game. In a game of APBA, players roll two dice,
and the numbers on the dice are read in sequence.
Each player has a card with every possible dice com-
bination shown (3 and 4, 2 and 1, 6 and 6), which
corresponds to a new number. Players then consult a
chart to determine what the result of the at-bat is, with
different charts depending on how many runners are
on base, and different results depending on the talent
of the pitcher. The only major change has been the 
addition of the advanced version of gameplay. 

Herson believes that APBA has endured because it
is a game that tends to get passed down from father to
son. While many children will stop playing the game
when they reach high school and college, many young
men come back to the game once they are older, 
because of the bond it provides to childhood.

Like APBA, Strat-O-Matic also has not made any
significant changes to its game since it was first 
released. Strat-O-Matic also uses dice and player cards
to simulate the action of a game, but includes most 
at-bat information on the hitter and pitcher cards.

Richman has created advanced versions of Strat-
O-Matic that feature ratings for hit and run ability, 
outfielders’ throwing arms, and pitchers’ endurance.2

In recent years, both APBA and Strat-O-Matic have
come out with computerized versions of their games,
but both Herson and Richman believe that there will
always be a place for the board game versions. Rich-
man believes there is “something about having the
dice in your hands. It gives you a sense of control.”
Herson also believes there will always be a board game
version of APBA because it is an escape from real life.
People stare at their computers all day, and want a
chance to focus on something else when they relax.

THE APBA AND STRAT-O-MATIC FANATICS
Almost every childhood baseball fan has the dream of
playing baseball in the majors as an adult. We dream
of one day shagging flies for the Phillies or hitting the
game-winning, three-run homer for the White Sox. For
the large majority, this dream will not come true. Only
the slightest percentage of us has the talent to even
make it to the college level. However, games like Strat-
O-Matic and APBA allow players to feel like they are
running a club. These games allow players to see what
strategies they would use in real game situations.

Much like games such as Monopoly, poker, and 
Settlers of Catan, APBA and Strat-O-Matic do have their
casual players, but there are an inordinate number of
baseball fans who play these games weekly or daily.
Many fans play simulations of entire seasons, create
dream teams, or participate in organized leagues with
drafts and daily box scores. “For years, Hollis
McLoughlin has managed an APBA dream squad,”
Mary Alice Kellogg wrote in the article “Dice Baseball
Fever” from Newsweek. “McLoughlin would write fic-
titious press releases and news reports about the team.
In the off-season… he would write the front offices 
of the real-life teams that held the contract of the
player he wanted to trade and ask them if, hypotheti-
cally, they would make the move he was considering.
Most teams responded, and he abided by their deci-
sion.”3 Some passionate players are even willing to
travel miles and miles just to make sure they have the
newest season’s cards to use for the game. In Bryan
Johnson’s article “Pull up a chair and play ball,” he
writes, “One devotee actually flew in from Houston to
pick up four editions of Strat-O-Matic’s latest player
cards, then made stopovers in Pennsylvania and
Michigan to deliver them to friends… Such treks 
are equally common in Lancaster, PA, a Mecca for
thousands of others whose table-top obsession is cen-
tered on APBA Baseball, the 34-year-old granddaddy 
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of sports simulation games, and Strat-O-Matic’s main
competitor.”4

What brings people to roll the dice day in and day
out? Michael Jaffe, a Strat-O-Matic player for over 40
years, does a good job of summing it up: “I enjoy each
decision that has to be made and the thought process
involved with the situation at hand… I enjoy seeing
what the outcome will be if I try something novel as
opposed to playing by the book.” The ability to play
out what-if scenarios, as well as to replay past seasons
is a big drawing card for these games. Peter Winske, an
APBA player for 50 years, believes, “The game com-
bines an acceptable level of realism with the ability to
play the game in a reasonable amount of time.” One
longtime APBA player stated, “I like to see what hap-
pens with teams when I use my managing techniques”
and mentioned that he will be playing 36 seasons of
APBA baseball solitary once he retires. Many players
also mentioned nostalgic reasons for playing. Gary
Block, a long time APBA player, notes that he enjoys
“being able to relive the time from my youth through
the players from that era.”

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN STRAT AND APBA
APBA and Strat-O-Matic, while different, both attempt
to capture the same niche market. However, while
there are some baseball fans who play both, most

game players will choose one and stick with it. Some
differences stand out to the avid players. A commonly
held opinion of Strat-O-Matic fanatics is stated by
Michael Jaffe: “Strat-O-Matic has greater depth, re-
quiring more decision making… The challenge and
enjoyment I derive from playing these games comes
from the decisions that I have to make as manager.”
The main case for APBA seems to be the ease of play.
Brett Weeks, an APBA player of 27 years, loves “how
easy it is to know the outcomes of certain dice rolls.”
In APBA, a roll of 6 and 6 is almost certainly a good 
result for the hitter, and many times results in a home
run. Fifty-year APBA player Phil Grabar also noted,
“APBA is fast and easy to play, yields accurate stats,
and its player cards have the most personality in the
business.”

However, the same motivations draw both sets of
players to their respective games. Both groups love 
the camaraderie they get from playing the game with
either long-time friends or new friends from across the
country. The feeling of control is also a strong motiva-
tor. Pete Mitchell, a player of both Strat-O-Matic and
APBA, likes “the feel that you truly ‘own’ or control the
players. It is different than fantasy [baseball].” Peter
Winske says of APBA that “the game has allowed me to
make friends throughout the country.” Both the APBA
and Strat-O-Matic companies provide opportunities for

PONISCIAK: How Would You Like to Manage in the Majors?

71

The top 8 Strat-O-Matic Fanatics at the 50th Anniversary celebration with creator Hal Richman and former major leaguer Doug Glanville.
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new friendships to be created through their respective
games by hosting annual conventions. APBA hosts a
convention each July, and recently had over 100 players
come to Lancaster for the event. Strat-O-Matic recently
held a celebration of its fiftieth anniversary in Manhat-
tan. At this event, Brent Carow, a long-time Strat player,
was named the game’s ultimate fan. 

Carow sums up his feelings for the game very well:
“I don’t think there is a single thing that could have
kept my group of friends together more than Strat-
O-Matic. My friends are an engineer, a grocery store
manager, a coin salesman, an accountant, and a guy
who builds computers for the government. Half of us
have kids, half of us have wives… We play games via
Skype, via phone, and of course in person. Baseball has
a special bond because people experience the game and
remember the players as a shared moment in time.
Such is Strat-O-Matic… It’s fun to manage against other
individuals whether it is once every 20 years or 20
times every year.”

The rivalry between APBA and Strat-O-Matic has
never been a bitter one. Many players will switch from
one game to another every few years based on their
own preferences or on the preferences of their friends.
Greg Wells, a longtime APBA player, says “When I
meet a Strat player I know I can talk to them about
what they do with the game and I never consider that
APBA is better. The ability to recreate the game, in my
mind, is the most important thing.”

WHAT DOES THE FUTURE HOLD?
While both Strat-O-Matic and APBA have dedicated,
loyal followings, their fan bases skew older. As a re-
sult, there is concern regarding the future for the board
game versions of these games. Each game benefits
from being passed down by generation, but will con-
tinue to compete with video games, the Internet, and
cell phones. With the advent of the online versions of
these strategy games, each should hopefully continue
to thrive and make new players out of fans of the 
national pastime.

The popularity of baseball will ultimately play the
biggest role in the future popularity of Strat-O-Matic
and APBA. As Brett Carow states, “For me this sport
has become a way of life. The baseball stars I was 
attached to as a child come to life on a Strat-O-Matic
baseball card.” As long as adults are looking for a 
way to connect with the passion for baseball they had
as children, Strat-O-Matic and APBA will continue to
thrive. �
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For a long time, a significant career home run
record rested in the hands of one of the coun-
try’s first superstars, one of its most charismatic

players, only to be broken twice in the recent past. No,
this article is not about Major League Baseball (MLB)
home run kings Babe Ruth, Hank Aaron, and Barry
Bonds. It is about the MLB home run kings of Canada,
from Gary Carter to Carlos Delgado through Joe Carter,
more than 40 years after MLB expanded to Montreal.

This article examines long balls hit on Canadian
soil. Over the years, Canadian home runs have included
baseballs in the public pool adjacent to right field at
Jarry Park, balls rolling forever on the football field 
at Exhibition Stadium, and shots under the roof at
Olympic Stadium and the Skydome/Rogers Centre. At
the end of the 2010 season, 9,816 long balls had been
hit in Canada during regular season MLB games, with
an extra 44 hit in playoff games.

The first section examines the history of the record
and the leaders. In the second section, we look at
Canadians homering in their homeland.

CANADIAN HOME RUN RECORD: PROGRESSION AND LEADERBOARDS
Major League Baseball crossed the border for the first
time on April 14, 1969, when the St. Louis Cardinals
took on the Montreal Expos at Jarry Park. Veteran
Mack Jones became the first to homer in Canada, a
three-run shot in the bottom of the first inning, off 
Nelson Briles. Dal Maxvill and Joe Torre later homered
for the Cards in that game. 

The left field bleachers were named Jonesville after
Jones hit five dingers in their direction in the first 21
local games. However, by the end of that first season,
he had been eclipsed by The Sporting News Rookie Hit-
ter of the Year Coco Laboy and the first Expos star,
Rusty Staub, who concluded the season with 12 home
runs each in Montreal. Among visitors, Willie Mc-
Covey stole the spotlight with four home runs in six
games. His most memorable one came the following
year however, when he skied a pitch from Steve Renko
clear over the scoreboard in right field, a shot de-
scribed as terrifying by the Montreal Gazette.1 A
decade later, McCovey would hit the 521st and last
home run of his career, a solo shot off Scott Sanderson,
in Olympic Stadium.

In 1970, with Laboy suffering from a severe case of
sophomore slump, Jones and Staub exchanged the 
career lead in Canadian home runs. Le Grand Orange
eventually prevailed, taking the lead for good on 
August 1. 

Staub set records in 1971, with 15 Canadian home
runs during the season and 40 for his career. However,
he was traded to the Mets before the start of the 1972
season. The 1971 season also saw a new leader among
visitors. Joe Torre became the first to hit five Canadian
home runs in a season, bringing his career total to
eight. In 1972, it was Willie Stargell’s turn to hit five
home runs at Jarry Park, allowing him to steal the vis-
itors’ career lead from Torre. He was by far the most
prolific visiting slugger of the Jarry Park era, with 17
homeruns. While many of the home runs that ended
in the public pool that sat beyond the right field score-
board actually rolled into it, Stargell is famous for his
July 16, 1969, long ball off Dan McGinn that landed in
the middle of the pool.2

With Staub traded, first baseman/outfielder Ron
Fairly did the most damage among local players. Ac-
quired from the Dodgers midway through the 1969
season, Fairly took over the lead from Staub on April
17, 1973, with his 41st home run. Traded to the Cards
after the 1974 season, he ended his Expos career with
58 home runs at Jarry Park, more than anybody else,
against only 28 on the road during that period. In fact
three of the four visiting leaders and three of the 
four overall leaders at Jarry were left-handed hitters
like Fairly.

The 1977 season saw two major changes for Cana-
dian baseball. Olympic Stadium replaced Jarry Park in
Montreal and MLB added a second Canadian fran-
chise, the Toronto Blue Jays. Major League Baseball
made its debut in Toronto on April 7 in Exhibition
Park. Jays’ first baseman Doug Ault stole the show that
day, hitting his first two major league home runs, both
off Ken Brett of the White Sox. Al Woods added a
pinch-hit shot for the Jays and Richie Zisk became the
first visitor to homer in Toronto. 

Among those original Blue Jays was Ron Fairly. He
set many Canadian firsts that year, including being the
first to represent both Canadian franchises at the All-
Star game. More importantly for our purposes, Fairly
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also became the first to homer for both franchises, and
by season’s end, he was the career leader in home
runs for both Montreal and Toronto, upping his Cana-
dian long-ball total to 68. That would be his final tally,
as he was traded to the Angels after the season, never
homering again in Canada.

Among visitors, Yankee Cliff Johnson made the
best impression with a three-home run game in June,
followed by a pair of home runs in a September game.
That display of power probably played a role in the
Jays’ decision to acquire him for the 1983 season. He
briefly held the visitors’ record in Toronto, but in the
end, Red Sox slugger Jim Rice emerged as the most
prolific visiting slugger at Exhibition Stadium, with 18.

While the Jays were taking their first steps, future
star Gary Carter was welcoming the Big O in major
fashion. He hit 22 home runs in Montreal in 1977,
shattering the record for most Canadian home runs in
a year. Carter was far from done, and on April 21, 1981,
Carter left a Canadian yard for the 69th time, making
him the lone Canadian home run king. When the Kid
connected off reliever Alejandro Pena of the Dodgers
on May 30, 1984, he became the first to reach 100
Canadian home runs. Carter was traded to the Mets
after the season. He came back to the Expos in 1992
and hit his final two Canadian home runs, ending his
career with 121 home runs in Canada, all in Montreal.

For the Olympic Stadium’s first few years of exis-
tence, no visiting slugger really made much of an
impression there. As late as 1980, the leading visitor
was Mets journeyman John Stearns. Willie Stargell
tried to carry his dominating performances to the new
stadium, even as he struggled through the last mo-
ments of his career. On May 20, 1978, he hit the
longest homerun ever struck at the Big O, a 535-foot
shot to right field that landed in the second deck.3

When Stargell retired, the Expos offered him a stadium
seat to commemorate that home run, with the actual
seat where the ball landed being painted yellow.
Stargell was also given a life preserver by the City of
Montreal, in memory of all the swimmers he chased
from the pool at Jarry Park.4

Then Phillies third baseman Mike Schmidt emerged
as the most feared visitor in Montreal. On August 7,
1984, Schmidt hit his 23rd career Canadian home run,
allowing him to take the lead from Stargell. Schmidt
continued to make a habit of profiting from his trips
north of the border, ending his career with 32 Cana-
dian home runs, all in Montreal. This number includes
the home run he hit against Stan Bahnsen in the next-
to-last game of the 1980 season, knocking the Expos
out of the pennant race.

Olympic Stadium was the theatre of home run con-
troversy early in its existence. In June 1977, a monster
shot by Dave Kingman seemed destined to the seats
when the blast hit the concrete rim, 150 feet above the
playing field. Umpire Bruce Froemming called it a 
foul, to the dismay of the Mets.5 For the following
home-stand, a line was painted on the rim to desig-
nate foul territory and prevent a reoccurrence.6 Darryl
Strawberry, on opening day 1988 off Randy St. Claire,7

and Henry Rodriguez, in 1997 off the Tigers’ Brian
Moehler, were the only ones to hit the rim for a home
run.8 Both shots were estimated at 525 feet.

The early 1980s saw the first playoff games in
Canadian territory. The Expos qualified for the post-
season in the 1981 strike season. During the Division
series, the Phillies’ Keith Moreland hit the first Cana-
dian postseason home run. Carter homered in Game 2,
and the Expos won the series to move to the League
Championship series against the Dodgers. Jerry White
hit a crucial round-tripper for the Expos in Game 3,
but the big home run, certainly the most famous long
ball ever hit in Montreal, came in the decisive Game 5.
In the top of the 9th, with ace Steve Rogers coming out
of the bullpen, Rick Monday hit the circuit blast that
sent the Dodgers to the World Series. The Jays quali-
fied for the 1985 postseason, but were beaten by the
Royals in the ALCS without homering at home. Sur-
prisingly, Royals’ outfielder Pat Sheridan, who had
only three long balls in the regular season, became the
first to have two career Canadian postseason home
runs with a pinch-hit shot in Game Two and a crucial
home run in Game Seven. 

Two outfielders had parallel success stories in
Canada in the 1980s: Andre Dawson and Jesse Barfield.
Both had great careers in Canada, but were traded
away just before reaching 100 career Canadian home
runs. Both achieved the feat as visitors during the 1989
season. Dawson reached it first on June 18, with the
Cubs, as he homered off Mark Langston. Barfield fol-
lowed on August 6, as he took Todd Stottlemyre deep,
a few months after he was traded to the Yankees. Both
players retired with 102 Canadian dingers. Barfield was
also the home run king at Exhibition Stadium, with 99
long balls.

The 1989 season also marked the opening, on 
June 5, of the SkyDome in Toronto. Exhibition Sta-
dium had closed in grand fashion with a walkoff home
run by George Bell off Bobby Thigpen of the White Sox
on May 28. Fred McGriff was the first to homer in the
new park, marking the start of a golden age in Jays
history. After competing for the home run lead with
Kelly Gruber, who hit a record 23 in Canada in 1990,
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McGriff was traded at year end to the Padres for
Roberto Alomar and Joe Carter, two players who
would become key to the Jays’ future. 

Carter made an immediate impact. He tied Gruber’s
season record during the 1991 season, and followed
that with two seasons of 20-plus local home runs.
After unsuccessful postseason campaigns in 1989 
and 1991, the Jays won back-to-back World Series
championships in 1992–1993. Carter hit four home
runs in Toronto during those two playoffs runs, for 
the career lead. Of course, this includes the most 
memorable Canadian home run, his walk-off shot
against Mitch Williams that ended the 1993 World 
Series. This is still the last postseason game played on
Canadian soil.

Joe Carter continued his slugging ways and on 
August 6, 1997, he became the lone Canadian home
run king with his 122nd home run, a shot off the 
Indians’ Jaret Wright, moving him past Gary Carter.
Joe Carter left the Jays after the 1997 season, and
ended his career after one more season, split between
the Orioles and Giants. He concluded his career with
127 Canadian home runs. 

Slugger Jose Canseco made his mark in Toronto
during his eventful career. In the 1989 American
League Championship Series, he blasted a Mike Flana-
gan pitch into the fifth deck of the Skydome. The
official estimate put the distance at 480 feet, but team-
mate Rickey Henderson evaluated the shot at 600 feet.9

In mid-1997, he broke Jim Rice’s record of 18 home
runs as a visitor in Toronto. The next season, he was
signed by the Jays, with whom he had a monster year,
breaking the season-record with 25 Canadian home
runs. He finished his career with 25 home runs as a
visitor in Canada, all but one in Toronto. 

Two young and powerful hitters dominated the
Canadian baseball scene in the late 90s and early 00s:
Vladimir Guerrero in Montreal and Carlos Delgado in
Toronto. Delgado got a regular gig in 1996, Guerrero in
1997. At that point, MLB had introduced interleague
play, and both homered in the first Canada-only MLB
game when the Expos visited the Jays on June 30,
1997. Guerrero was the season leader for home runs in
Montreal six straight years, from 1998 to 2003, topping
at 25 in 2000. Delgado reached 30 home runs in
Toronto that same year, shattering Canseco’s record.
It was the first of five times that Delgado was Toronto’s
yearly leader between 1997 and 2004. Delgado reached
the 100 home run plateau first, on August 6, 2000, by
going deep against the Rangers’ Ryan Glynn. Guerrero
followed a year and a half later, on April 16, 2002, with
a shot off Jesus Sanchez of the Cubs.

That same season, Delgado became the undisputed
Canadian home run champ, eclipsing the mark held
by Joe Carter. He broke the Canadian record with his
128th home run on August 29. His iconic moment
came on September 25, 2003, when he went deep four
times in the same game against the Rays.

During this period, baseball was in its dying days
in Montreal. The club had been purchased by the
league in 2002, and in 2003 and 2004 a number of
home games were moved to Puerto Rico. The team
was put out of its misery with a transfer to Washing-
ton in time for the start of the 2005 season. Guerrero,
set to become a free agent after the 2003 season, just
managed to pass Gary Carter for the Montreal lead. He
hit his 122nd home run, the one that put him ahead,
on August 25, with a mere 10 home dates left.

Delgado left the Jays after the 2004 season and he
did not homer in Toronto in the few opportunities he
had before retiring, his Canadian total stopping at 178.
Replacing Delgado as the main power threat in
Toronto, Vernon Wells has climbed the rankings, be-
coming the 7th player to reach 100 career Canadian
home runs on September 4, 2008, with Canadian-born
Jesse Crain of the Twins the victim. Traded to the 
Angels after the 2010 season, Wells sits in third place,
with 129 long balls. He is only eight behind Vladimir
Guerrero, but needs an even 50 to dislodge Delgado.

The latest movement atop the Canadian home run
leaderboards came courtesy of Alex Rodriguez. He 
established himself as the most successful visiting slug-
ger in Toronto with his 25th home run late in the 2005
season. During the last game of 2010 at Rogers Centre,
on September 29, he took a Brett Cecil pitch to deep
left-center field to move ahead of Mike Schmidt and 
become the visitor with the most home runs in Canada
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Daniel Joseph “Rusty” Staub
played 23 seasons in the big
leagues including the inaugu-
ral season of the Montreal
Expos and the two years fol-
lowing, after which he was
traded to the Mets. 
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(33). Among these shots we find a July 2008 home run,
the 537th of his career, the blow which moved him
ahead of Mickey Mantle on the all-time list. 

The following tables present the lead changes for
career home runs in Canada.

Table 1. Progressive Leaderboard, Career Canadian Home Runs
Name Home runs Date
Mack Jones 1 April 14, 1969
Ed Kranepool 2 April 29, 1969
Donn Clendenon 3 May 2, 1969
Mack Jones 4 May 10, 1969
Coco Laboy 6 June 24, 1969
Rusty Staub 13 May 8, 1970
Mack Jones 14 May 22, 1970
Rusty Staub 15 June 28, 1970
Mack Jones 16 June 30, 1970
Rusty Staub 19 August 1, 1970
Ron Fairly 41 April 17, 1973
Gary Carter 69 April 21, 1981
Joe Carter 122 August 6, 1997
Carlos Delgado 128 August 29, 2002
Carlos Delgado 178 End of 2010 season 

Table 2. Progressive Leaderboard, Career Canadian Home Runs 
(visitor)
Name Home runs Date
Dal Maxvill 1 April 14, 1969
Ed Kranepool 2 April 29, 1969
Curt Blefary 3 August 3, 1969
Willie McCovey 4 August 24, 1969
Joe Torre 6 July 24, 1971
Willie Stargell 9 August 6, 1972
Mike Schmidt 23 August 7, 1984
Alex Rodriguez 33 September 29, 2010

Tables 3 and 4 list the top 20 for home runs in Canada,
globally and for visitors.

Table 3 contains the usual suspects, the Expos and
Jays stars. Darrin Fletcher is possibly one name that
would not immediately come to mind, as he split
evenly his 60 career home runs between Montreal and
Toronto. A-Rod should build a considerable lead in the
next few years, as no active player seems likely to
catch him. Most of the greatest sluggers of the past 40
years found their way on the list. Among the absen-
tees, Mark McGwire, Jim Thome, and Frank Thomas
have the excuse of spending their careers in the wrong
division, while Reggie Jackson was mostly in the
wrong league altogether. The only ones that missed
the cut due to subpar performances in Canada are
Sammy Sosa (15 home runs in 304 plate appearances),

Carlos Delgado played 11 seasons with the Toronto Blue Jays, setting
many team records including home runs (336) and strikeouts (1,242). 
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Joe Carter hit 396 home runs in his major league career, but none big-
ger than his series-winning walk off in Game Six of the 1993 World Series,
bringing victory to Toronto. 



Eddie Murray (14 home runs in 481 PA)
and Jeff Bagwell (10 home runs in 284 PA).

The surprising name on the list is
catcher Tony Pena, who has only 107 career
home runs in total. He was particularly 
effective in Montreal, with 16 home runs in
288 plate appearances. Outside Canada, he
had 89 home runs in 6,672 PA. Pena was
one of the many non-star players who par-
ticularly enjoyed hitting up north. The most
extreme split probably belongs to Nelson
Santovenia. He played all but six of his 297
career games for the Expos. In 460 plate ap-
pearances at Olympic Stadium, he had a
.277 average with 15 home runs and a .457
slugging percentage, very good numbers for
a backstop. However, away from Montreal,
he struggled to a .195 batting average in
512 plate appearances, with 7 home runs
and a .283 slugging percentage. Another in-
teresting outlier is Doug Loman, infielder
for the Brewers, who hit the only two home
runs of his career in the same September
1984 game at Exhibition Stadium.

In this table, we find the names of Dave
Winfield and Dave Parker, both of whom
share a unique feat: they are the only play-
ers to hit home runs in all four Canadian
stadiums. Many homered in three stadi-
ums, but as Jarry Park closed after the 1976
season and SkyDome opened during the
1989 season, it took a long career, as well
as switches between the two leagues, to
achieve that feat.

THINK GLOBALLY, SLUG LOCALLY
Surprisingly, the number of Canadians hit-
ting home runs on their native soil is slight.
No Canadian homered at Jarry Park, and
we had to wait until 1980 to see this for the
first time, when Terry Puhl homered for the
Astros in Montreal. Here is the complete list
of Canadians homering in their country.
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Table 3. Top 20 Canadian Home Run Hitters 
Canadian Local– Visitor– Local– Visitor–

Name Home runs Montreal Montreal Toronto Toronto
Carlos Delgado 178 0 3 175 0
Vladimir Guerrero 137 126 0 0 11
Vernon Wells 129 0 5 124 0
Joe Carter 127 0 1 121 5
Gary Carter 121 113 8 0 0
Jesse Barfield 102 0 0 99 3
Andre Dawson 102 95 7 0 0
George Bell 88 0 0 88 0
Tim Wallach 83 81 2 0 0
Lloyd Moseby 78 0 0 77 1
Fred McGriff 71 0 10 57 4
Ron Fairly 68 58 0 10 0
Shawn Green 68 0 4 63 1
Ernie Whitt 68 0 0 68 0
Tony Batista 66 13 2 42 9
Andres Galarraga 64 54 9 0 1
Kelly Gruber 61 0 0 60 1
Jose Jr. Cruz 60 0 2 57 1
Darrin Fletcher 60 29 1 30 0
Ed Sprague 59 0 1 58 0

Table 4. Top 20 Canadian Home Run Hitters – Visitors
Name Canada Montreal Toronto
Alex Rodriguez 33 0 33
Mike Schmidt 32 32 0
Barry Bonds 31 30 1
Manny Ramirez 28 1 27
Jose Canseco 25 1 24
David Ortiz 24 0 24
Jason Giambi 22 0 22
Willie Stargell 22 22 0
Andruw Jones 21 17 4
Mike Piazza 21 19 2
Dave Kingman 20 13 7
Dave Parker 20 14 6
Darryl Strawberry 20 20 0
Dave Winfield 20 6 14
Johnny Bench 18 18 0
Ken Griffey Jr. 18 3 15
Greg Luzinski 18 12 6
Rafael Palmeiro 18 3 15
Tony Pena 18 16 2
Jim Rice 18 0 18



Table 5. Canadians Hitting Home Runs in Canada
Jarry Olympic Exhibition Skydome/

Name Total Park Stadium Stadium Rogers
Larry Walker 58 0 56 0 2
Matt Stairs 22 0 0 0 22
Corey Koskie 6 0 0 0 6
Dave McKay 6 0 0 6 0
Justin Morneau 6 0 0 0 6
Terry Puhl 5 0 5 0 0
Jason Bay 4 0 0 0 4
Rob Ducey 2 0 1 1 0
Aaron Guiel 1 0 0 0 1
Russell Martin 1 0 0 0 1
Michael Saunders 1 0 0 0 1
Joey Votto 1 0 0 0 1

Not surprisingly, Larry Walker and Matt Stairs stand
tall in this section. Walker and Rob Ducey are the only
ones to homer in both Montreal and Toronto. A greater
surprise is that there are only three Canadians who
ever homered in Montreal.10

CLOSING COMMENTS
With the Expos’ history complete after 36 seasons 
and the Blue Jays in their 35th season, we are at a
quasi-symmetric moment in Canadian MLB history.
Obviously, each passing season reduces the presence
of Montreal and the Expos in the leaderboards. The Blue
Jays have been atop the Canadian home run list since
1997, first with Joe Carter, then with Carlos Delgado. 

With the trade of Vernon Wells, we also enter a
new era dominated by the surprising Jose Bautista,
who shattered the season record with 33 homeruns 
in Toronto in 2010. Bautista entered the 2011 season

with 40 career Canadian homeruns and a guaranteed 
contract with the Jays up to the 2015 season. Bautista
would need to average 28 home runs in Toronto per
season to catch up to Delgado before the end of the
contract.11 While that seems unlikely, he is currently
the most serious challenger for the Canadian home run
crown. And with rookie Brett Lawrie in the lineup, the
Blue Jays now have a Canadian power hitter who
could challenge Larry Walker’s mark. �
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For better or worse, leisure and tourism have 
become big business. In the second half of the
twentieth century, the modern concept of spare

time evolved greatly. As people became more mobile,
they demanded more places to go and things to see.
Ballparks that were once shoehorned into old neigh-
borhoods like Flatbush were abandoned in favor of
stadiums with giant parking lots, designed to contain
the thousands of cars of suburban dwellers. During the
1970s, attendance exploded at the ballpark, from 28.7
million visitors in 1970 to 43.6 million visitors in 1979.1

If baseball was not your idea of fun, there were many
other places to spend your tourism dollars, such as na-
tional parks, theaters, or those omnipresent shopping
centers. Museums of all shapes, sizes, and subjects
were built and boomed in the 1970s. America truly
was a land blessed with people who had spare time,
money to spend, and places to spend it.

America in 2012 is much the same, but on a larger
scale. People have many new entertainment choices—
many which do not even require leaving home—but
Americans still love baseball and museums. Seventy-
three million fans paid to attend Major League Baseball
games in 2010, nearly triple the 1970 attendance figure,
and the number of museums in the United States has
more than tripled since the 1970s.2 This has opened the
door for a new generation of museums that focus on a
specialized area, baseball being but one example of this
phenomenon. Fans who want to learn more about the

sport they love now have many vacation destinations
to visit, and serious scholars now have places to exam-
ine the archives and precious artifacts of days gone 
by. Museums have also evolved in their role as protec-
tors of history and historical items, so that future
generations will also be able to enjoy the rich story of
America’s national pastime. Examining how baseball is
represented in historical institutions and how that study
has evolved since 1971, the year that the Society for
American Baseball Research was founded, can tell us 
a great deal about how the perception of baseball as a
historical subject has changed.

MUSEUMS AND BASEBALL SINCE THE EARLY 1970S
During the 1970s, museums in the United States be-
came aware of the need to capture the interest of a
rapidly changing population. In the United States,
many social groups and minorities were finally able
to” break out of their shells” by asserting a demand
for human dignity and rightfully expecting to be
treated with the same respect as “mainstream Amer-
ica.” Museums, in their attempt to teach and aid
society, now had to conform to these new standards of
cultural consciousness, perhaps at times reluctantly.
But, 40 years later, the museum-going public is still
able to reap the amazing rewards of this new cultural
tolerance and awareness.

During his 1966 Hall of Fame induction speech, Ted
Williams famously stated that he wanted to see the
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Established in 1936, the National
Baseball Hall of Fame in rural
Cooperstown, New York plays host
to an average of 350,000 visitors
per year. 
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plaques of famous players of the Negro Leagues such as
Satchel Paige and Josh Gibson hung alongside his 
in the Hall’s plaque gallery. Because of the unique 
dual role of halls of fame (particularly in baseball’s case
due to its cherished history) as both history museums
and places honoring personal glory, this was a defining
moment. The Hall of Fame induction offered Williams
a platform to openly discuss his desire to see a subject,
in this case African American baseball players, inter-
preted as a museum subject, and because of his stature,
people paid attention. In 1971, a committee on Negro
Baseball Leagues was created by the Baseball Hall of
Fame with the purpose of singling out the best players
from those leagues for enshrinement in the Hall of
Fame. Cool Papa Bell and Judy Johnson would finally
take a place alongside the top players from the estab-
lished leagues that barred them from playing, as equals.

As Americans became more and more interested in
the depth of their culture and history, their appetite for
museums increased. The 1979 edition of Museums in
Motion, a handbook for students interested in museum
work, stated, “Museums are growing at an almost
frightening rate… About five-thousand of them exist
today. People are crowding into them in droves, and
the annual visits made to museums are now estimated
at 600 million.”3 According to the American Associa-
tion of Museums, a reasonable estimate of museums in
the United States in 2010 is 17,500, with 865 million
annual visits. This explosion of the number of muse-
ums and visitors meant that there was plenty of room
for new subjects to be given the museum “white glove
treatment,” including baseball.

White gloves were not always required for old bats
and faded uniforms. In the early 1970s, a more refined
sense of proper handling and display etiquette arose
among museum curators and public historians. Simply
put, the field of museum studies has matured. Skills
such as paper and metal conservation or art restora-
tion have blossomed into scientific disciplines, now
requiring years of training. The use of computers and
databases has greatly influenced the way that artifacts
and papers are documented, catalogued, and shared
with the public. There is now a clearer, more system-
atic sense of how to secure artifacts from theft,
damage, and degradation that was not always present
in the early 1970s. The manner in which the items are
presented has greatly changed, also. In the 1970s, most
museums were of the “cabinet of curiosities” sort, or
items piled up throughout with a minimum of “inter-
pretation” (a museum term for explanation) and
organization. In 2011, there is a more scientific and 
educational approach with a greater effort to explain

items through printed labels and multimedia presen-
tations. The valuable contributions of minorities are
also typically explained and highlighted. 

NATIONAL BASEBALL MUSEUMS
In 1971, if you wanted to look at one of Babe Ruth’s
bats, Willie Mays’s shoes, or a baseball owned by
Abner Graves, you would have had to travel to the
hamlet of Cooperstown, New York to see the treasures
at the National Baseball Hall of Fame Museum. The
Senior Director of Exhibitions and Collections of the
museum, Erik Strohl, explains, “Cooperstown is a beau-
tiful place to visit and to live, but the winters are harsh,
it can get very crowded in the summer, and geograph-
ically we are hard to get to. We are not on the way to
anywhere, so the Hall of Fame IS the destination of
many people who come here. It almost makes travel
here like a ‘pilgrimage to baseball mecca.’”4 So, why
Cooperstown? And who is Abner Graves? In 1907 the
Spalding Commission, determined to find an Ameri-
can origin to baseball, learned from Graves, an elderly
mining engineer, that baseball was invented in Coop-
erstown by Abner Doubleday in the early nineteenth
century. He presented a ragged old ball as part of his
evidence, which is still in the museum’s collection. In
the 1930s, local Cooperstown businessmen proposed
the idea of a shrine to the invention of baseball as an
economic engine for the town, and the National Base-
ball Hall of Fame became a reality. The Hall of Fame
itself now admits that Graves’s story is not historically
accurate (most scholars agree that baseball evolved in
several places over time, long before Doubleday’s life-
time), but since its opening in 1939, Cooperstown,
through the archives and museum, has become the
home of baseball’s history. 

Strohl’s duties at the museum highlight just how
complex modern museums have become: “There are
four departments that report to me: Curatorial—
writes exhibits and chooses artifacts for display; 
Exhibits—designs, produces, and maintains exhibits;
Collections—organizes, maintains, and preserves all
artifacts and archive material; Library—assists with in-
ternal and external research questions from staff,
visitors, media, etc. My job is to keep them all running
smoothly as possible and make larger decisions regard-
ing our exhibit program and the care and maintenance
of our collections. Basically I run the museum portion
of the Hall of Fame.”5 In the museum’s earliest days,
these duties would have been handled by volunteers
with little or no academic training. Today these are
highly specialized careers that function as part of an or-
ganized institution. This specialization is a reflection
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of the awareness of the museum field and, in turn, the
general public, in historical preservation. In 2011 the
museum-going public expects that a “proper museum”
will be thoughtfully organized with explanatory inter-
pretation written by a trained expert, and the objects
will be treated with the utmost care behind the scenes. 

This Hall of Fame spawned other “Halls of Fame”
in subsequent years. All of the major sports now have
their own Hall of Fame museums. There are even other
baseball Halls of Fame. El Salon de la Fama del Beis-
bol in Monterrey, Mexico dates back to 1939. Some
other Mexican communities such as Hidalgo del Parral
have their own baseball hall of fame. In Tokyo, the
Baseball Hall of Fame of Japan was founded in 1959
and was housed at Korakuen Stadium until 1988. The
museum is now in the Tokyo Dome and the stories of
Japanese baseball players like Sadaharu Oh, Victor
Starffin, and Eiji Sawamura interpreted through this
museum undoubtedly entertain and educate many. In
St. Mary’s, Ontario we find the Canadian Baseball Hall
of Fame Museum. Among its inductees are the ama-
teur teams of Beachville and Zorra Townships, who
played a game near St. Mary’s in 1838, a strong case
for the first recorded game of baseball. In 1994, Ted
Williams opened his Hitters Hall of Fame in Hernando,
Florida (see below). Almost every state has a baseball
hall of fame, and minor leagues, American Legion
chapters, or cities may have their own shrines to local
diamond stars.

Being a “national” Hall of Fame has its challenges
and rewards. ”As a national museum, you need to
have a little bit of something for everyone, from casual
fan to baseball aficionado, from major league to minor
league to Little League ball,” says Strohl. “It’s great
fun, however, to tell the history of baseball, its impor-
tance to American culture, and how this is relevant to
even non-baseball fans, from the food we eat [hot

dogs] to the clothes we wear [ballcaps].“6 Since that
culture constantly evolves, the Hall of Fame has had to
evolve, reflecting the changing face of America itself.
“Two of our most popular exhibits are Pride and 
Passion [history of African-American baseball] and 
Diamond Dreams [history of women in baseball],”
states Strohl. “Both of these show how these aspects
of the game go back into the 19th century. Viva Base-
ball, which opened two years ago, explores the history
of baseball in the Caribbean basin and the impact that
Latino ballplayers have had on the game, continuing to
the present day.”7

Another “national” museum that has been sharing
the story of minorities in baseball is the Negro League
Baseball Museum in Kansas City, Missouri. It started life
in a one-room office in a historic district but has now
expanded to a permanent 10,000 square foot facility and
shares a building with the American Jazz Museum. The
presentation of topics such as jazz and baseball as 
museum subjects, because of their social undertones,
serves to build an understanding of diversity. This un-
derstanding is further strengthened by educational
outreach programs and traveling exhibits that are pre-
pared by museums for use in schools. As nationally
respected museums, the National Baseball Hall of Fame
and the Negro League Baseball Museum are sources of
inspiration for their respective communities and are 
important resources for anyone interested in baseball or
the history of the United States.

LOCAL BASEBALL MUSEUMS
It could be said that Fargo, North Dakota (which is my
home town) is 50 years behind the times in one 
significant way. When it comes to baseball’s single-
season home run record, most Fargoans still want it to
be 61, set in October 1961 when Roger Maris broke Babe
Ruth’s cherished record. Maris was actually born in
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The Yogi Berra Museum in Montclair,
New Jersey is one of a recent crop of
player museums that includes the Ted
Williams Museum, Bob Feller Museum,
and many others.
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neighboring Minnesota, but he grew up in Fargo and
since 1961 it seems every anecdote about Roger 
Maris features the disclaimer that he was a humble kid
from North Dakota. Fargo, never afraid of a little pub-
licity, has taken every opportunity to commemorate
Roger Maris around town. There is an annual celebrity
golf tournament, a cancer hospital with a “61 for 61”
fundraising event, Roger Maris Drive, and, housed in
the Roger Maris Wing of West Acres Regional Shopping
Center, is the Roger Maris Museum. Founded in 1984,
the museum features artifacts from all eras of Roger’s
public life and is a source of pride to the community.

Rusty Papachek, the general manager of West
Acres, oversaw a major renovation of the display area
in 2003 and took over the curatorial reins of the 
museum five years ago. Papachek credits the first 
curator, Jim McLaughlin, with being the creative force
behind the origins of the museum. “Jim was friends
with the [Maris] family and everyone thought it would
be a good idea to have a museum for Roger.” In fact,
the mall has an ongoing relationship with Roger’s fam-
ily, who donated most of the artifacts. “West Acres is
happy to work directly with the Maris family to pro-
vide for the community.”8

The museum itself consists of a bright, neatly-
arranged, and colorful display area that is adorned
with flags tracking each of Maris’s 61 historic homers.
You would think that a museum dedicated to one per-
son would be filled with boring factoids or photos to
“pad it out.” This is not the case with the Maris mu-
seum, for it consists of nothing but first-class pieces of
Maris memorabilia: uniforms, from his Shanley High
School football jersey to pieces from all of his stops at
the major-league level, game-used bats, awards such
as his Sultan of Swat crowns, and home run balls from
1961, including the last ten or so. Except one. The
record-breaking home run ball number 61 is in the Hall
of Fame in Cooperstown, but Roger himself is not. 
Papachek’s sentiments about Maris’s legacy are not
uncommon around Fargo: “Roger holds a special slot
in the history of baseball and many still believe—I’m
one of them—that he is still the legitimate single-
season home run champ.”9

Museums focusing on one player are a relatively
new phenomenon. In 1967 the birthplace of Babe
Ruth, two blocks from Camden Yards in Baltimore,
was about to face the wrecking ball, but was spared to
become a museum, which opened seven years later.
The Bambino seems to be the first player honored 
with his own museum, which also houses an exten-
sive collection and archive of Baltimore sports history
materials. 

In 1994 the Ted Williams Museum and Hitters Hall
of Fame was opened in Hernando, Florida just a few
miles from the house where Williams was living in 
retirement. The specially-built dual museum—half
honoring Williams’s life and career, half the Hitters
Hall of Fame—featured an 85-seat theater and a “Walk
of Fame.”  Despite being what its website called 
the “top tourist attraction in Citrus County,” after
Williams’s death the museum moved to Tropicana
Field, the home of the Tampa Bay Rays, where it can
be seen free of charge by stadium guests. 

If you are lucky enough to be in Van Meter, Iowa,
minutes outside of Des Moines, you could make a 
stop at the Bob Feller Museum, which opened in 1995.
This museum features artifacts and presentations from
the career of “Rapid Robert” and other sports figures.
Interestingly, the museum’s centerpiece is a bat of
Feller’s, made famous not by the pitcher, but by Babe
Ruth, who used the bat as a cane while giving his
farewell address at Yankee Stadium. A photo of Ruth
leaning on the bat during the speech won the Pulitzer
Prize, and Feller’s bat went down in history. 

Royston, Georgia is home of the Ty Cobb Museum,
which houses “art and memorabilia, film, video, books
and historical archives” concerning that town’s favorite
son. The collection includes not only game-used mem-
orabilia, but portraits of Cobb’s parents, and the “be
good” letter often mentioned in Cobb biographies writ-
ten by Cobb’s father when young Ty first left home to
play in the bush leagues. Members attending SABR’s
annual convention in 2010 were offered optional side-
trips to both the Cobb Museum and the Shoeless Joe
Jackson Museum in Greenville, South Carolina. 

One common thread running through these muse-
ums, besides the obvious baseball connection, is that
they are in areas that are not traditionally “tourism
hotspots.” Fargo, Van Meter, and Royston are all fine
places to visit, but one would usually need a specific
reason to do so, and these museums provide this. To
the people of Fargo, Roger Maris gives Fargo something
“special,” and a museum celebrating him is a fine 
reason to get people to see Fargo. These museums give
communities a sense of civic pride and a small eco-
nomic boost.  All of this was made possible by the huge
boom of motor travelers of the last half of the twentieth
century and their desires to see “something new.”

All of this is not lost on Rusty Papachek, who notes
that because the Maris museum is located in a mall, it
is “accessible to over seven million annual visitors
without charging anyone. One of Roger’s stipulations
was that it had to be free of charge.”10 Another com-
mon theme of these museums is the benefactor’s
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desire to use the artifacts for educational purposes and
to enrich their communities in some small way. Says
Papachek, “The community has been very receptive
of the museum. The [Maris] family has been tremen-
dous to work with and the museum wouldn’t be what
it is today without their guidance and assistance.”11

BASEBALL MUSEUMS AND EDUCATION
As museums change and grow with the population,
some may wonder what the role of a museum is in 
the twenty-first century. Museums most certainly store
three-dimensional objects, but also the information that
goes along with them. How does this fit into modern
America? Kristen Madden, archivist at the Center for
History in South Bend, Indiana, which houses the
archives of the All American Girls Professional Baseball
League, believes that the spread of information is cru-
cial. “Most areas that provide historical or academic
information, like museums, archives, and libraries are
trying to become much more accessible to the public
by making more things available online. Because of this,
there has been a large push to digitize information in
the archive.”12 At the National Baseball Hall of Fame,
educational outreach has become very important, ac-
cording to Erik Strohl. “We have a full time education
department which does programming for 7,500 students
on-site per year [in school groups], plus point-to-point
videoconferences with classrooms around the country
which reach 25,000 students annually. Sometimes we
do large electronic field trips which can reach 15 million
students at a time. We have 15 learning modules based
on different aspects of school curriculum.”13 All of this
is made possible with technology that could not have
been envisioned when SABR was organized at a meet-
ing in Cooperstown in 1971.

We know that Americans love baseball and muse-
ums, but is baseball truly a subject worthy of an
educational setting like a museum? Strohl thinks so.
“Most aspects of American culture can be seen in 
microcosm in baseball—segregation, integration, 
multiculturalism, evolution of business, evolution 
of technology, popular culture, etc. We can learn
about ourselves and American culture by studying al-
most any aspect of baseball history. Because they have
a shared history that goes back to the 1830s, baseball
and America have grown up together.”14

Rusty Papachek has a more pragmatic, but equally
insightful opinion about this: “There are all kinds of
museums and I think the end-user determines whether
or not a museum is worthy.  We continue to receive
great reviews so we feel that our customers are still 
interested.”15

In the long run, that level of interest is all that 
matters. The subject of a museum exhibit has to be 
engaging and interesting enough to get people to visit,
or it will shut down quickly. Some museums can be
very “high brow” and intimidating, but these institu-
tions are usually visited only by academics. It could be
argued that museums that are able to focus on more
popular cultural institutions such as music, mass media,
and sports are doing more to educate the masses be-
cause their subjects are more appealing and accessible
to a wider spectrum of visitors. While the topic of base-
ball may seem trivial in the scope of world events, the
areas of society that baseball has touched and has been
influenced by are vast and very real and relevant. It
makes sense, then, that viewing baseball as an impor-
tant piece of America’s history, started by the National
Baseball Hall of Fame in the 1930s, continuing with the
establishment of SABR in 1971, and the expansion of
baseball museums in the years after,  fills in  fascinat-
ing and significant pieces of our collective history. And
besides, like a baseball game itself, baseball museums
are fun and provide us an opportunity to reflect on the
glories of the past and hopes yet to come. �
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Pitchers in the Field
The Use of Pitchers at Other Positions in the Major Leagues, 1969–2009

Philippe Cousineau

More Modern Topics

INTRODUCTION
Pitchers are a breed apart. On average, they are taller
and heavier than most players; contrary to their field-
ing brethren, they do not play every day; even the
most resilient of relievers have to sit out half of their
team’s games or risk burning out their arms, and most
starters will work only every fifth day. In most leagues,
including in college and the minor leagues below AA,
pitchers never come to bat. But the most striking dis-
tinction is that pitchers almost never play another
position in the field. This article will look at the few
exceptions when this rule was broken in major league
games since the advent of the divisional era in 1969,
in order to establish patterns and trends of what is an
exceedingly rare event: a pitcher occupying a fielding
position other than the mound.

It is important to note at the outset that I am look-
ing at full-time pitchers playing the field, and not its
mirror event, the “joke pitcher” or “mystery pitcher,” in
which a regular fielder is used as a pitcher in a blow-out
or other special circumstances. Nor am I looking at 
permanent conversions from fielding to pitching (some-
thing which is relatively common, especially in the
minor leagues)—or vice versa (a much rarer occur-
rence, with Rick Ankiel being a recent case). There is
also the one exceptional two-way player during the pe-
riod, Brooks Kieschnick,1 who is outside the scope of
this study. Also ignored are instances where a pitcher is
listed in the starting line-up at a random position, but is
replaced before taking the field on defense.2 This paper
will focus exclusively on pitchers who, for some rea-
son, found themselves one day playing the outfield or
the infield in a major league game.

A SEPARATION OF ROLES
In modern Major League Baseball, the separation of
roles between the pitcher and other fielders is quite
strict. They are two different breeds of athletes. They
train differently, are paid on different scales, and never
the twain shall meet. Yet in Little League, high school,
and college ball, the separation is not so strict: the best
athletes are normally used as pitchers, and these are
also the top sluggers. They will sometimes play the
more demanding positions, such as shortstop or cen-
ter field, when not on the mound. However, because

pitchers are often very tall, or left-handed, it may limit
their ability to play certain positions, so they will grav-
itate towards the role of first baseman or designated
hitter when not pitching. 

It is not rare for college players to excel in both
roles, including in top Division I schools in the NCAA.
Every year in the first year player draft, a player is se-
lected in the first round for whom there is a question
whether he will play professionally as a hitter or a
pitcher; never is there a possibility of him doing both,
except at the lowest levels of the minor leagues.
Among such recent two-way athletes coming out of
college were John Olerud,3 Marquis Grissom, John Van
Benschoten,4 Micah Owings, and many others. Yet, as
soon as they hit the professional ranks, the segrega-
tion begins. Bill James explained that this is a result of
the extremely high caliber of today’s game: only the
very best can cut it in the major leagues, and players
can maintain only one set of skills at such an elite
level. Because pitching and hitting are such different
practices, it is almost impossible for ballplayers to
excel at both, and they must specialize. When the

Fernando Valenzuela could not have been accused of having an out-
fielder’s physique, but he was pressed into duty as one in a game in
August 1982. In the 21st inning he was replaced in the field by Bob
Welch—another pitcher. 
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quality of play in the major leagues was lower, such
extreme segregation did not exist: in the 19th century,
many pitchers were capable hitters as well. Almost
every regular pitcher logged some games at one or
more other positions, and it was common for a fielder
to take a turn pitching from time to time.5 This con-
tinued into the late 1940s, although crossovers became
increasingly rare with each decade. By 1960, the situ-
ation that prevails today was solidly entrenched.

So, how impenetrable is the barrier between the
mound and the rest of the playing field? Let’s put it
this way. As a spectator at a random major league
game, you are almost twice as likely to see a no-hitter
than to see a pitcher take the field: there were 96 sanc-
tioned no-hitters during the period, but only 54
instances of a pitcher taking the field. Witnessing a
triple play or a batter hitting for the cycle is a much
more likely event—there were 35 triple plays turned
between 2000 and 2009 alone! And fielders taking the
mound are nowhere near as rare as the obverse—there
were over 179 occurrences during the same period. It
has thus become one of the rarest events that can hap-
pen in a Major League Baseball game. So when this
albino raven is sighted, what causes it ?

THREE TYPES OF CIRCUMSTANCES
There are three usual circumstances in which a man-
ager will decide to use a pitcher in a position normally
reserved for a fielder: running out of fielders, as a spe-
cial strategy to bring a pitcher back into a game, or to
indulge a player. The few cases that fall outside of this
pattern will be discussed later.

a) Running out of players. From Opening Day to September
1, major league teams are limited to a roster of 25 play-
ers.6 This would seem to make plenty of substitutes
available, given that only 9 or 10 players are in the
game at the same time, depending on whether the des-
ignated hitter rule is in effectt. But there are times
when 15 or 16 substitutes are not enough. First, the
typical roster includes anywhere from 10 to 13 pitch-
ers, limiting the number of players available to act as
defensive substitutes or pinch hitters. Second, not
everyone is available to play every day, because of nag-
ging injuries or temporary absences. Managers will
make sure that they always have some options left on
their bench, but sometimes circumstances can make
their plans go awry. The most common of these are
injuries—especially injuries to a substitute—or ejec-
tions. When these occur in an extra-inning game, after
a number of substitutes have already been used, a
manager can find himself in a situation in which the

only option left is using one of his pitchers as a sub-
stitute. These are often highly memorable games, and
we will mention a few cases below.

b) The Pitcher in the Outfield Strategy. In contrast to the first
circumstance, these cases are the result of a deliberate
strategy. In order to gain a platoon advantage, a man-
ager will remove his pitcher to bring a reliever
throwing with the other hand. So far, nothing unusual.
But if the manager thinks that he will want to use the
removed pitcher at a later point of the game, he can do
so by inserting him in a fielding position, for example,
left field. When the second pitcher has faced the bat-
ter or batters against whom he had the platoon
advantage, the manager brings back the first pitcher
from left field and has him return to the mound. It
sounds simple enough, but in effect, it is an enor-
mously complicated strategy to execute, with little
upside and a lot of potential downside. First there must
be a string of batters who bat from different sides—no
switch-hitters—and who are unlikely to be pinch hit
for. Second, the first pitcher must be able to field a 
position passably. Given that most pitchers routinely
shag flies during batting practice, they can be counted
on to catch most routine fly balls, but can they be
counted on to back up the fielder next to them, play a
line drive off the wall, or throw to the right cut-off
man? And let’s not even talk about complex positions
such as the middle infield or catcher, which require
very specific skills learned only through repetitive
practice.7 There is clearly a defensive cost to playing
someone out of position. Next, if two pitchers are in
the line-up at the same time, one of the regular field-
ers must come out of the game for good—is that more
costly than the temporary gain in platoon advantage?
And finally, how long can a pitcher stay at a position
away from the mound before getting cold—he will not
be allowed any warm-up tosses if he comes back to
pitch during the inning. 

Thus, in practice, it is a very difficult strategy to 
execute, and in the days of the seven- or eight-man
bullpen that may include two or three left-handers, is
it really worth the rigmarole? Apparently, it still is once
in a while: in the 9th inning of a nationally-televised
Sunday night game on July 12, 2009, Cubs manager
Lou Piniella decided to send lefty Sean Marshall to left
field, have righty Aaron Heilman retire one Cardinal
batter in a tight spot, then return Marshall to the
mound to finish the inning. The strategy worked, and
Piniella’s opposite, Tony LaRussa, was quick to praise
his opponent for a genius move. The strategy was 
actually marginally more common in the days of 
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10-man pitching staffs, and a few managers would
have a pitcher they trusted to send to the field for a
batter or two, most notably Frank Lucchesi with Dick
Selma and Whitey Herzog with Todd Worrell,8 but even
then it was a Rube Goldberg machine of a strategy:
sometimes effective, but too complex for its own good.

c) Indulging a Favorite Son. It is perhaps surprising that in
the rather conservative and cold-hearted world of
Major League Baseball, managers will sometimes do
silly things to indulge a favorite player’s wishes. There
have been cases of managers letting a pitcher bat for
himself and declining the use of the designated hitter
for the day,9 allowing a pitcher to pitch ambidextrously
for an inning,10 or letting a player play nine positions
in one game.11 It has happened a number of times with
pitchers getting a chance to play a fielding position.
The common thread here is that this always takes
place in the dying days of the season, in a game whose
outcome has no bearing on the pennant race, and even
then in circumstances that do not affect the game’s
outcome. If you have once wondered why Randy John-
son—standing 6-foot-10 and rather awkward even
while doing nothing—is credited with a game in the
outfield, be it known that on October 3, 1993, Lou
Piniella had him replace Brian Turang for an inning 
in left field. Rick Langford was the beneficiary of a
similar largesse. A less frivolous instance was on 
September 30, 1984, when Chuck Tanner gave a start
in left field to Don Robinson in the second game of a
doubleheader. Robinson, who was a solid hitter, had
been troubled by a series of arm injuries in the early
part of his career and there was some thought of con-
verting him into a full-time outfielder. In the end, he
pitched in the majors until 1992, although he contin-
ued to be used occasionally as a pinch-hitter.

SOME MEMORABLE GAMES
We have looked at some of the “run-of-the-mill” in-
stances of a pitcher playing in the field, if there is such
a thing. Let’s now look at the more bizarre ones.12

a) Is that an infielder which stands before me? On July 6, 1970,
Cleveland Indians manager Alvin Dark pulled off the
pitcher-to-the-outfield strategy with a twist. He sent
huge left-hander Sam McDowell to second base while
Dean Chance took the mound for a third of an inning.
It must have made sense at the time, but the thought of
McDowell playing the middle infield is puzzling. On
September 2, Dark had McDowell play a more conven-
tional first base while Chance relieved him temporarily,
and on September 25, he had right-handed rookie Jim

Rittwage go to third base for a spot while Rick Austin
took the mound in the fourth inning. These are 3 of only
10 cases of a pitcher playing a position other than the
outfield during the period.

b) Sometimes they do field. In the entire history of the 
Montreal Expos, from 1969 to 2004, only once did a
pitcher take the field for either team. It happened on
September 22, 1972, when shortstop Tim Foli was
ejected from the game in the 10th inning. Steve Renko,
who had been converted to pitching in the minor
leagues, took over at first base as manager Gene
Mauch re-jiggered his defense. Renko recorded five
put-outs until the Expos lost the game in the 12th. This
is the most fielding chances in one game by an out-of-
position player during the period.

c) Bob and the Fat Man. On August 18, 1982, the Dodgers
were in a marathon game at Wrigley Field; it had 
actually started the previous day, before being inter-
rupted by darkness. In the 20th inning, disaster struck
for the Dodgers when third baseman Ron Cey was
ejected. With the team out of position players, right
fielder Pedro Guerrero moved to third, while Fernando
Valenzuela occupied right field. No one’s idea of a
gazelle, Fernando then switched positions with left
fielder Dusty Baker after two batters. In the 21st in-
ning, someone (Tommy Lasorda had been ejected with
Cey) decided that perhaps the pudgy Valenzuela was
not the ideal outfielder, and more athletic pitcher re-
placed him: Bob Welch. Welch switched positions with
Baker twice to minimize the risk of a ball being hit in
his direction. Surprisingly, it would not be Valenzuela’s
sole attempt at mastering another position. On June 3,
1989, a 22-inningmarathon necessitated the Mexican’s
presence, this time at first base, as infielder Jeff Hamil-
ton gamely took the mound and first baseman Eddie
Murray impersonated a third baseman. The Dodgers
lost the game in the 22nd inning, when the Houston’s
Rafael Ramirez hit a ball just past Fernando’s out-
stretched glove to drive in the game-winner.

d) The Pine Tar Game. The so-called “Pine Tar Game” be-
tween the New York Yankees and Kansas City Royals
on July 24, 1983, is one of the most famous regular-
season games in baseball history. When it resumed on
August 18, with George Brett’s ninth-inning home run
allowed to stand and four outs left to play, Yankees
manager Billy Martin rolled out an unusual defensive
line-up. It included lefty first baseman Don Mattingly
playing second base, and pitcher Ron Guidry in center
field. It was in part Billy’s way of protesting what he
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saw as an egregiously bad decision by American
League president Lee MacPhail. When Guidry’s turn
to bat came up in the bottom of the inning, Martin sent
Oscar Gamble to pinch hit for him. Guidry has the
unique distinction of having played two games in the
outfield (he had previously been used there for an in-
ning in a late-season game in 1979) but never coming
to bat a single time in the regular season, as his entire
career was spent in the DH-era American League 
before the beginning of interleague play. (He did bat a
few times in the World Series, though.)

e) The Great Mets Pitcher Merry-Go-Round. On July 22, 1986,
the New York Mets played a remarkable extra-inning
game against the Cincinnati Reds. When Kevin Mitchell
and Ray Knight were both ejected in the 10th inning,
Mets manager Davey Johnson did not have enough 
position players left at his disposal to continue the
game; he decided to send Jesse Orosco, who had been
pitching, to left field and brought in Roger McDowell to
relieve him. With two outs in the 11th inning, the two
switched places, with McDowell going to the outfield
and Orosco going back to the mound. In the 13th 
inning, they switched again, with McDowell finishing
the game which ended in 14 innings.

f) How many pitchers can you use? On September 28, 1986,
the San Francisco Giants and Los Angeles Dodgers were
involved in an extra-inning contest. In the 13th inning,
Giants manager Roger Craig sent pitcher Randy Bockus
to pinch hit for an injured Robby Thompson. Bockus
stayed in the game, playing the outfield, until the 14th
inning when he was replaced by a pinch-hitter—pitcher
Mike Krukow. As the game was not over, Craig then
sent a third pitcher—Jeff Robinson—to play the outfield
in the 15th. The game ended in 16 innings, before Craig
had a chance to expend more of his moundsmen. It is
not clear why Bockus was good enough to pinch hit in
the 13th, but not to take his turn at bat in the 14th.
Likely, Craig was playing things by ear by that point of
the game.

g) Switch until you’re dizzy. Another interminable game
caused the next situation. On May 14, 1988, with the
game still tied in the 16th inning and no more pitchers
available, Cardinals manager Whitey Herzog had to re-
sort to desperate measures. Infielder Jose Oquendo,
who had been playing first base, was sent to the
mound while outfielder Duane Walker took over at
first base, and the previous day’s starting pitcher, Jose
DeLeon, neither nimble nor used to playing the outer
depths, had to occupy an outfielder’s spot. It was a

white flag move, but the makeshift line-up held on
until the 19th inning against the Braves. During that
time, DeLeon and fellow corner outfielder Tom
Brunansky switched positions 11 times in an attempt
to keep the ball away from the tall Dominican. In the
bottom of the 19th, after the Braves had finally scored
some runs against Oquendo, Herzog mercifully pinch
hit for DeLeon—with another pitcher of course, John
Tudor.

h) Will Somebody Give Me Some Hitters, Please. Billy Martin’s
last stint as the New York Yankees’ manager ended on
a strange note. On June 11, 1988, he wrote a line-up
card that had Rick Rhoden as the designated hitter,
batting seventh. Granted, Rhoden was an above-aver-
age hitter—for a pitcher—but, in what was the only
instance in our study of a pitcher being the starting
DH, Martin wanted to make a point: he did not have
enough hitters on his roster. His starting line-up that
day including such hitting weaklings as third baseman
Wayne Tolleson, second baseman Bobby Meacham,
catcher Joel Skinner, and shortstop Rafael Santana.
Rhoden was not actually the worst hitter in the bunch.
He did drive in a run with a sacrifice fly in the fourth
inning that day; his point made, Martin replaced 
him in the fifth with pinch-hitter Jose Cruz, who was
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Fergie Jenkins batted for himself in a game for the Texas Rangers in
1974, but manager Billy Martin never put him into a position other than
pitcher in the field. 
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himself playing on fumes. Martin was fired less than
two weeks after pulling this stunt.

THE BIG VOID, 2000–2006
By the end of the 1990s, the use of pitchers at positions
other than the mound was down to a trickle, and from
2000 to 2006, not a single instance was recorded. The
reason was simple. If pitchers were somewhat dispos-
able in an earlier time, they had become more priceless
than racehorses by the turn of the 21st century. With an
average starting pitcher making somewhere between $5
and $10 million per season, only a foolhardy manager
will risk using one in any situation that could cause 
injury, unless he is angling to be fired. This is not just
some theoretical point. On August 30, 1981, with the
Montreal Expos in a pennant race, manager Dick
Williams decided to use ace pitcher Steve Rogers as a
pinch-runner in an extra-inning game against the 
Atlanta Braves; Rogers succeeded in breaking up a dou-
ble play, but he injured a rib in the process and was out
two weeks while the Expos still lost the game. That was
the final straw in getting Williams fired eight days later.
Risking injury to one of your top starting pitchers is a
steep price to pay for a move that is bound to attract a
lot of criticism, no matter how well it may turn out.

But in baseball, circumstances do change. The 13-
man pitching staffs alluded to earlier are a product of
the recent decade. Even if Major League Baseball has
made recourse to the disabled list much more flexible
and allowed teams to bring up temporary replacements
when players go on compassionate leave or paternity
leave, there will again be situations when a team is sim-
ply out of players and needs to do something drastic to
continue a game. After the seven-season hiatus, the 
recourse to using pitchers outside of their comfort zone
on the mound is growing. We mentioned the Brooks 
Kieschnick experiment; both Cody McKay and Dave
McCarty contemplated increasing their prospects for 
future major league employment by becoming two-way
players. Each team now seems to have a utility player
who can play four or five positions on its roster. Pitch-
ers are being used regularly as pinch hitters because 
of a lack of other options—something that had not 
been seen since the 1930s and 1940s,13 and some like
Carlos Zambrano and Micah Owings are asked to do 
so relatively frequently. There are bound to be more
extra-inning marathons in the future and a demand to
press pitchers into service elsewhere, if they are able to
handle the duties. In 2007 and 2008, it happened once
each year; in 2009, it happened twice, and twice again
in 2010. We may be entering a time when there is a
slight renewal of the practice.

But that said, one thing remains clear: Major
League teams still treat their pitchers as being entirely
different creatures from their position players, and a
major revolution in thinking or playing style will be
needed for that to change. �

Author’s Note
A full table listing all occurrences of a pitcher playing another position
since 1969 can be found at http://sabr.org/node/3254. The author would
like to acknowledge the help provided by baseball-reference.com
and retrosheet.org in writing this article. He would also like to thank
members of the SABR Quebec chapter for their feedback on this article,
which originally took the form of an oral presentation on the first SABR
Day, January 30, 2010.

Notes
1. Kieschnick was a two-way player at the University of Texas 

who became a full-time outfielder after being drafted in 1993. 
He played intermittently in the majors 1996–2001. With his 
career foundering in 2002, he began to pitch part-time in the
minor leagues, and made the Milwaukee Brewers’ roster as a
pitcher/pinch hitter in 2003, playing very well in both roles, 
logging 42 games on the mound, 3 in the outfield and 4 at DH.
He also played for the Brewers in 2004, exclusively as a pitcher 
or pinch-hitter, before washing out of organized baseball. 

2. Pitcher Gene Garber was listed in the starting line-up on July 4,
1978 as the Atlanta Braves’ center fielder, but was replaced 
by pinch-hitter Rowland Office in the top of the first inning.

3. Olerud was so good in both roles while in college that the NCAA
recently named an award for two-way players in his honor.

4. Van Benschoten led all Division I players in home runs his senior
year at Kent State University in 2001 while being an indifferent
pitcher. Yet for some reason the Pittsburgh Pirates, who drafted
him in the first round that year, decided to make him strictly a
pitcher. His career has been a complete bust.

5. Bill James: “The Time Line,” in Whatever Happened to the Hall 
of Fame?, (New York: Fireside Books, Simon and Schuster, 1995),
230–242.

6. For limited periods in the late 1970s and 1980s, the roster limit
was 24 and not 25; it was also 26 or 27 for other brief periods
when spring training was shortened by labor strife.

7. In fact, no player in our study was used either at shortstop or
catcher.

8. Herzog even used the strategy in Game 6 of the National League
Championship Series, on October 13, 1987.

9. For example, Ferguson Jenkins pitched and batted ninth for the
Texas Rangers on October 2, 1974.

10. Greg Harris, on September 28, 1995.
11. For example, Scott Sheldon and Shane Halter, both at the tail end

of the 2000 season.
12. See the table on the SABR website to this article for full details.
13. Pinch-hitting pitchers never disappeared completely; Gary Peters

in the 1960s, Ken Brett in the 1970s, and Dan Schatzeder and
Don Robinson in the 1980s kept the species alive, but they were
very much an exception during those decades.
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Baseball’s Major Salary Milestones
Michael Haupert

More Modern Topics

Baseball milestones are as well known to fans 
as their own birthdays and addresses. True
baseball fans know that 714-511-4256 is not a

phone number, but Babe Ruth’s home run total, the
career wins of Cy Young, and Pete Rose’s hit tally. Joe
DiMaggio’s hitting streak of 56 games is a sacred num-
ber, 2632 will forever be known as the number of
consecutive games played by Cal Ripken, and the 
single season home run record is held either by Barry
Bonds (73), Mark McGuire (70), Sammy Sosa (66),
Roger Maris (61), or Babe Ruth (60), depending on
your view on steroids, cork, and asterisks.

Baseball’s financial milestones, however, are not as
well known. Today, multi-year, multi-million dollar
contracts are reported regularly and are as easy to 
research as the traditional batting, pitching, and field-
ing statistics we have come to know and love. But this
has not always been the case. Before 1985, when the
Player’s Association began regularly reporting salaries,
we have little readily available information. In fact,
until a cache of financial documents came to light in
recent years, we had no solid information on any of
baseball’s financial details. All that has changed,
thanks to the discovery of team financial documents
for the New York Yankees and Philadelphia Phillies, and
the MLB transaction card files. We now have access to
thousands of observations of salary information and
detailed financial documents covering several seasons
for the Yankees and Phillies.

Mining this enormous wealth of data reveals a rich
vein of information for the financial historian and
baseball fan alike. In this essay, I use the salary data to
put together a list of baseball’s greatest financial mile-
stones, and highlight a fraternity—the $10 million
salary club, now more populated than the combined
membership of the 3,000 hit and 500 home run clubs. 

The issue of salary is not necessarily as straight-
forward as it might seem. The salary earned by a
player includes the salary proper, but may also consist
of bonus payments. One can consider salary solely as
the contracted amount, but this amount is trouble-
some on older contracts, since player contracts were
not guaranteed until players got enough bargaining
power to negotiate guarantees. Before the 1970s, con-
tracts were generally not guaranteed, but rather had

ten-day clauses, whereby the owners could waive a
player, voiding the remainder of the contract, on ten
days notice. Thus a player may have signed a contract
for a $6,000 salary, but if he was waived halfway
through the season, he was paid only $,3000. Should
his salary be calculated based on the signing amount,
or the actual amount earned? Today all contracts are
guaranteed, so whatever salary is contracted will be
paid, regardless of whether a team cuts a player.1

Bonus clauses in MLB contracts have historically run
the gamut from signing bonuses to performance
bonuses and even attendance bonuses. In his 1938 con-
tract, Bob Feller had a bonus clause paying him $1,000
for each win above 20. That sort of specific personal
performance bonus is no longer allowed. Players can be
rewarded for appearance-related performance (such as
innings pitched or games played), and award-based per-
formance (such as All-Star team or votes in the MVP
balloting), but not individual achievements. Bonus
clauses, by their nature, are not guaranteed income for
players, but income that may be earned based on cer-
tain conditions. It is usually not until the end of the
season that we can determine if the bonus was earned.

Salary and bonus payments are not the only source
of income for baseball players. Other income may be
earned from postseason play and endorsements. Be-
cause the latter is completely independent of the
league itself, it is easy to disregard these earnings
when discussing salaries. Postseason shares are also
ignored in this study because they are not paid by the
team. Rather, the shares are paid out of playoff and
World Series revenues, which are actually league earn-
ings. For this essay I focused only on contracted salary.

I used two sources to determine salaries. Data
through 1985 are from the misnamed “transaction
card” files located in the Baseball Hall of Fame. The
transaction cards actually are a record of player con-
tracts that were filed with the league offices. Some
transaction information was also recorded, such as the
date a player was waived or his contract transferred.
The Hall of Fame has a substantial, though not com-
plete, set of these cards ranging from 1911 to 1985.
There are few cards for National League players before
1947. The source of salary information post-1985 is the
annual release of salaries by the MLBPA.



Due to the missing NL players, this salary milestone
study is not based on a complete sample. However,
given the looming presence of Babe Ruth—the recog-
nized salary king of his playing days in the AL—it is
unlikely that I am missing out on many, if any, of the
highest salaried players before 1947. 

The milestones I have chosen are somewhat arbi-
trary, but they do paint a picture of the pattern of
salary increases over time. As the highest paid salaries
have increased, so has the average salary. 

The first milestone on my list is $10,000, achieved
by Ty Cobb in 1913. This is the least certain of the
milestones I will discuss, as it was achieved early in
the data set, when observations are slimmest. There
are reports of player salaries eclipsing $10,000 prior to
1911, but they are not reliable. A couple of examples
will suffice to illustrate the state of salary information
prior to 1911. 

In 1891 and 1892 King Kelly reportedly earned as
much as $12,500, or as little as $1,750, depending on
which author you read. Unfortunately, none cite a pri-
mary document as the source of the number. Similar
problems of verifying reported salaries exist for the
other examples of players earning five-figure salaries
prior to 1913, such as Honus Wagner. According to the
Pittsburgh Post Gazette (in a 1931 article), the Flying
Dutchman earned $10,000 as early as 1902. In 1985
Business Week reported Wagner earning that salary in

1907, while a Chicago newspaper reported in 1911 that
his salary that season was $12,000. Newspaper reports
of baseball salaries are notorious for their inaccuracy,
and the distance of time does nothing to improve it. I
simply did not rely on newspaper, or other unsub-
stantiated, reports of salaries. While it is possible that
there was a player who earned $10,000 prior to Cobb,
there is no reliable evidence to support it.

According to information filed with the American
League office, Cobb became the first baseball player
to earn a five-figure salary when he signed a one year
deal paying him $2,000 per month for six months in
1913. The one-year pact was sandwiched in between
the three-year, $27,000 contract Cobb had just fin-
ished, and a two year $30,000 deal he signed in 1914;
1913 was the last one-year contract Cobb would sign
until he became a player-manager in 1921. This in it-
self was remarkable, since multi-year contracts were
extremely rare in the reserve clause era. Cobb’s con-
tract certainly seems well deserved. In 1912 he hit
.409, his second consecutive season above the .400
mark, en route to his fifth batting title. The lofty salary
did not induce complacency, as Cobb went on to win
six of the next seven batting titles. 

Eight years later Cobb achieved the next milestone
on my list when he signed a one-year contract for
$25,000 to become the Tigers player-manager. It was
his first of six one-year contracts as player manager.
By that time he had won all 11 of his batting titles,
amassed nearly 3,000 hits, and sported a career batting
average of .370. 

The issue of player-managers clouds the salary
question somewhat. Since I am interested in player
salaries, not manager salaries, I had to make a deci-
sion on how to treat player-managers. Ultimately, I
decided to count the salary if the player remained a
full-time player. Cobb was the only player-manager
who made the list.

It took only one more year for the maximum salary
to double to $50,000. Babe Ruth earned $52,000 for
the Yankees in 1922. Ruth was coming off arguably the
greatest single season performance of all time, and 
had firmly established himself as a superstar. In 1921
Ruth led the league in runs, home runs, RBIs, walks, 
on-base and slugging averages, and total bases. His 
59 home runs transformed the game. It was the third
consecutive year in which he had broken the all-time
single season home run mark, and his total bested
eight other MLB teams. At the turnstile, the Yankees
drew more than 1.2 million fans for the second con-
secutive year, twice what they had drawn in 1919, the
year before obtaining Ruth. In 1921 Ruth also overtook
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Ty Cobb set many records in his Hall-of-Fame career. One of them was
to be the first player to garner a reliably reported five-figure salary.
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the career home run leadership, a spot he would hold
until 1974. While Ruth never reached the next mile-
stone on my list, he remained the highest paid player
in the game until 1934.

The $100,000 barrier was first achieved by another
Yankee in 1949. Joe DiMaggio became the first, and
second, player to earn six figures. He received
$100,000 again in 1950, but then it would be 13 years
before anyone reached that level again. Ted Williams
came close, earning $90,000 in 1950 and 1951, but his
salary declined thereafter. Williams likely would have
reached the $100,000 mark had he not missed the next
two seasons while serving in Korea. 

When DiMaggio became the first $100,000 player in
1949, he was approaching the end of his career. He
was coming off 10 consecutive seasons as an All Star,
having finished in the top 10 in MVP voting nine of
those 10 years, winning the award three times and fin-
ishing second two more times. His career performance,
and the fact that the Yankees were drawing two million
fans per year, certainly seems to justify his perch as
the highest paid player. To put that salary in perspec-
tive, DiMaggio was earning thirty times what the
average American earned in 1949.

In 1974 Dick Allen became the first non-Hall of
Famer to reach one of the milestones when he
breached the $250,000 salary mark. Allen received the
salary from the White Sox in his final year with 
the team. He was on the downside of his career by the
time he hit this salary milestone. That season he hit
32 home runs, the last time in his career he would 
top 15. He was coming off a subpar season, one year
removed from his 1972 MVP season.

It took only three years for the top salary to double
again. In 1977 Mike Schmidt cracked the $500,000
salary level when he took home $561,500. In contrast
to Allen, Schmidt was on the upside of his career when
he reached this milestone. He was only five seasons
and 131 home runs into a Hall-of-Fame career that saw
him hit 548 by the time he retired in 1989.

In 1980 Nolan Ryan became the first million dollar
player when he signed a four-year free agent contract
with the Houston Astros for one million dollars per
season. The salary quadrupled what he had been mak-
ing with the Angels. Ryan is the only pitcher on the
milestone list. 

There are two other pitchers with notable contracts
that bear mentioning here. In 1974 Catfish Hunter
kicked off the new era of free agency when he left Oak-
land and signed a contract with the New York Yankees,
which made him the highest paid pitcher in history. In
fact, the $239,000 salary briefly made him the highest

paid player in baseball. As mentioned, Mike Schmidt
topped that salary two years later. In fact, Hunter’s sign-
ing was more remarkable for what it didn’t pay him
rather than what it did. He reportedly turned down
higher offers from both the Kansas City Royals and the
San Diego Padres to play for the Yankees. His Yankee
contract was far from a record, however. Both Hank
Aaron the previous year and Dick Allen in 1974 had
earned more than Hunter’s salary with the Yankees.

In 1999 Kevin Brown signed a record $108 million,
seven-year deal with the Dodgers. The contract paid
him $10 million in 1999 and $15 million per year for
the remainder of the deal. It was larded with bonus
conditions (signing bonus, MVP bonuses for league,
playoffs, and World Series, a bonus for finishing in the
top five in Cy Young voting, being selected to the All
Star game, winning a Gold Glove or a Silver Slugger
award) and perks (eight premium season tickets, 12
round trips on a private jet, and a suite on all road
trips) that quickly made news and put Brown at the
center of discussions of overpaid, pampered athletes.
The $15,000,000 salary he earned in 2000 briefly made
him the highest paid player in history, overtaking 
the previous record held by Gary Sheffield in 1998
when he earned $14.9 million. The focus on Brown’s
contract faded the following year with news of the in-
credible deal that Alex Rodriguez signed with the
Texas Rangers. More on that in a moment.

In 1992 Bobby Bonilla earned the first five million
dollar annual salary. Bonilla was a free agent when he
signed a five-year contract with the Mets, more than
doubling his 1991 salary with the Pirates. Bonilla’s
record-setting salary was based on four consecutive
All-Star seasons and back-to-back Silver Slugger
awards. His contract was the highest in MLB history by
a whopping 60 percent over the $3.8 million dollar
deal signed the year before by former Met Daryl Straw-
berry, when he left for the Dodgers during free agency.
Bonilla’s contract would not be topped for three years,
when Cecil Fielder signed a near-milestone deal with
the Detroit Tigers for $9.3 million in 1995. Two years
later Albert Belle became the first player to earn $10
million dollars in a single season.

In 1997 Belle would be selected to his fifth consec-
utive All-Star Game, and for the second time the White
Sox signed a player to a milestone contract. Belle
signed as a free agent, bolting the Indians for a 75 per-
cent pay boost. Belle did not pay immediate dividends
for the Sox, slumping from 48 home runs, 148 RBIs,
and a .311 average to 30–116–.274, a good season, but
a definite drop from 1996 and his 50 home run per-
formance in 1995. Belle bounced back to 49–152–.328,
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but not enough to interest the Sox, who let him go to
the Orioles for two years of escalating wages: $11 mil-
lion and change in 1999 and $12 million plus in 2000.
For their $23 million the O’s saw Belle’s power num-
bers drop two consecutive years, falling from his 49
homers with the Sox to 37 and then 23, while his av-
erage dipped to .297 and then .281 in the final year of
his tempestuous career.

Alex Rodriguez is the final member of the mile-
stone club, becoming the first player to hit both the
$20 and $30 million dollar levels, in 2001 and 2009 re-
spectively. The Texas Rangers signed A-Rod to the
(in)famous 10-year $254 million contract in 2001.
While his salary that year was $21,000,000 plus a one
million dollar signing bonus, he deferred $5,000,000
of his salary. To tide him through until his deferred
salary was paid, Rodriguez earned bonuses that year
for finishing sixth in MVP voting ($50,000), being
named to the MLB and Baseball America All Star
teams ($100,000 each), and for winning the Silver
Slugger award ($110,000).

After controversially opting out of his contract dur-
ing the 2007 World Series, Rodriguez eventually signed
a new 10-year, $275 million deal, which led to his
earning $33 million in 2009. At 33 (in 2009) Rodriguez
was certainly on the downside of his career, but his
potential for breaking the all-time home run record
should keep the crowds coming and the interest high
enough to warrant the contract. Potential sales of 
A-Rod jerseys and bobbleheads, should he break the
record, might be enough to pay off the contract.

Albert Belle became the first member of what is no
longer an exclusive club. Since he first earned $10 mil-
lion, that salary level has been reached at a steadily
increasing rate. In 2010 there were 88 players, just
under 12 percent of the league, earning in excess of 10
million dollars per season. The average salary of those
players has increased only slowly. Since the number
of players in the club first reached double figures (14
in 2000) the average salary of the $10 million members
has risen by less than 25 percent, from $11.8 million to
$14.7 million.

So when will the $50 million barrier be broken? A
clue might be gleaned from looking at the source of past
salary growth. The salary milestones discussed in this
essay are affected by three primary factors: inflation,
free agency, and television. Of course nominal salaries
will increase just because of inflation. But the growth of
the game, particularly television revenues and free
agency, made the biggest difference. Thus, new revenue
sources are likely to be the driver for ever higher player
salaries. New technologies such as the Internet, smart
phones, and social networking, as well as further glob-
alization of the MLB brand, provide tantalizing
possibilities for MLB to enhance its revenue streams and
further propel player salaries into the stratosphere. The
$50 million a year player is probably not as far off as
we might think, but only time will tell. �
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Table 1. Salary Milestones
Milestone Year Player Team Actual Salary Previous Year Salary % Change
$10,000 1913 Ty Cobb Detroit $12,000 $9,000 33%
$25,000 1921 Ty Cobb* Detroit $25,000 $20,000 25%
$50,000 1922 Babe Ruth New York AL $52,000 $20,000 160%
$100,000 1949 Joe DiMaggio New York AL $100,000 $65,000 54%
$250,000 1974 Dick Allen Chicago AL $250,000 $200,000 25%
$500,000 1977 Mike Schmidt Philadelphia $561,500 $120,000 368%

$1,000,000 1980 Nolan Ryan Houston $1,000,000 $250,000 300%
$5,000,000 1992 Bobby Bonilla New York NL $6,100,000 $2,400,000 154%
$10,000,000 1997 Albert Belle Chicago AL $10,000,000 $5,700,000 75%
$20,000,000 2001 Alex Rodriguez Texas $22,000,000 $4,362,500 404%
$30,000,000 2009 Alex Rodriguez New York AL $33,000,000 $28,000,000 18%
* indicates player-manager

Dick Allen was the first player
to reach the $250,000 salary
mark, which the White Sox
paid him in 1974.
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Note
1. Paragraph 7(e) of the standard player contract specifically states

that if the club terminates the contract it shall be obligated 
to continue to pay the player the balance of the salary set forth 
in the contract. This is backed up by the collective bargaining
agreement, which specifically mentions termination conditions. 
If the club terminates a player contract the termination pay due 
a player is equal to the unpaid balance of the contracted salary.
In short, this means that all contracts are now guaranteed,
whether or not the team cuts the player.
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Neill “Wild Horse” Sheridan and 
the Longest Home Run Ever Measured

Rick Cabral

Less Modern Topics

On a warm summer evening July 8, 1953, Sacra-
mento Solon Neill Sheridan did something no
professional ballplayer before or since has ever

done. Between games of a twi-night doubleheader
against the San Francisco Seals, he raced an Arabian
horse—and won. Then in the nightcap, the right-
handed slugger homered over the right-field fence,
something no one had done all season at Edmonds
Field.

And then came his fantastic feat.
Toward the end of the second game, Sheridan

whacked a fastball, thrown right down Broadway by the
Seals’ Ted Shandor, over the left center-field fence at 
Edmonds Field. Solon ballboy Gary McDowell, sitting
in the dugout, remembers it started as a frozen rope that
might have been snagged if the shortstop had been a
foot taller. He said when it flew over the 356-foot mark
of the barricade it continued up on an incline, heading
toward the Sierra Nevada Mountains.1 Solon third base-
man, Eddie Bockman, who also watched it that night,
concurred, saying, “I never saw one still going up as it
left the ballpark, until that point.”2

Everyone in the ballpark who witnessed the blast
knew it was one for the ages. But not until the next
day did they appreciate the distance. 

Entering his eleventh season of pro baseball, Sheri-
dan had played for six teams, while amassing decent
power numbers in the minors (94 home runs and 516
RBIs). In fact, he started the 1953 season with the Oak-
land Oaks but played only two games before moving
to the Solons. Up to that point, the most home runs
he had ever hit in one season was 17, so the name
“Sheridan” didn’t exactly inspire thoughts of Ruthian
clouts.

On July 9 the local newspapers—Sacramento
Union and Sacramento Bee—didn’t even allude to the
distance of Sheridan’s second home run the night be-
fore in their game reporting. Bee reporter Tom Kane
focused more on the first smash when he wrote the
following: “Sheridan’s first homer in the fourth inning
of the second game was a 340 foot drive over the right-
field wall. This is one of the few times a right-handed
hitter has accomplished such a feat. His ninth of the
season was into straight left field and knotted the
count in the nightcap…”3 [Italics mine.] Kane later

mentioned that Sheridan’s ninth round-tripper—his
second of the night—put him in the team lead for
home runs. But no mention about the prodigious
homer for which Sheridan would soon be known. 

The Union’s story added that “Nobody last night
could recall when a player had homered over both
fences in the same game. As a matter of fact, the right-
handed hitters who have reached the right wall can be
counted without taking off the shoes.”4

In fact, both papers’ sidebars gave more ink to the
horse race between games of the doubleheader, with
the Union’s photograph that morning showing Sheri-
dan posed in a track runner’s starting position next to
Rabric, the Arabian horse. The photo caption credits
Sheridan with running the zig-zag course faster, with
a time of 11.4 seconds versus the pinto’s 11.5.5 Ironi-
cally, Solon teammate Lenny Attyd originally was
scheduled to run in the between-games stunt, but
backed out at the last minute due to a cold. A volun-
teer was called for and Sheridan stepped forward to
race the Arabian steed. (Technically, Sheridan didn’t
race the horse. He ran a 60-yard zig-zag course with
stakes 20 feet apart in the time of 11.4. The Arabian
horse Rabric, ridden by Manuel Borges of Vallejo, 
California, ran the same course in 11.5. According to
Western Horseman magazine, December 1954, the
half-Arab pinto was named Rab-Ric.)

The day after the doubleheader, the Solons first
learned of the possibility of Sheridan’s long home run
when an unassuming-looking man approached Sheri-
dan in the clubhouse with a baseball.6 At first,
Sheridan thought he wanted an autograph. Instead,
the man—Pat Kelly—told him after last night’s game
he found the rear window of his automobile had been
demolished and inside on the rear bench seat was a
baseball. When Kelly spied the baseball and a seat full
of shattered glass, he presumed it to be the work of
the titanic Sheridan shot. 

When asked where his car was parked, Kelly told
them on Burnett Way, which was beyond the left-field
wall and the Solons parking lot. Sheridan and his
teammates were stunned. If the car had been parked
there, the ball must have traveled an extremely long
distance. In appreciation for returning the Homeric
prize, Sheridan signed another Pacific Coast League



ball and gave it to Kelly. Sheridan retains the home run
trophy ball in his collection.

When team officials got wind of the rumor, Dave
Kelley (no relation), the team’s publicist, had Kelly
show him the spot where the car had been parked and
he then stepped off the distance. The publicist charged
into the Solons’ offices and reported to team president
Eddie Mulligan that he’d come up with 600-plus feet.
Mulligan ordered groundskeeper Horace Smith to get
his tape measure and together the trio met on the
other side of the left-field wall at the spot where they
gauged the ball left the park. From there they marched
across the parking lot on a diagonal line until they
came to the place where Kelly’s car had been parked
on Burnett Way. They came up with an additional 294
feet beyond the outfield fence. Which meant the ball
traveled an approximate distance of 620 feet.7

It’s clear that the ebullient team officials then re-
ported their findings to the local beat writers, because
on Friday, July 10, both papers picked up on the dis-
tance of Sheridan’s blast, reporting it was the longest
home run ever measured, surpassing Babe Ruth’s 600-
foot clout struck in a spring training game in Tampa,
Florida, April 4, 1919.8 The writers also dutifully noted
that it traveled much farther than the 565-foot home
run clubbed by Mickey Mantle out of Washington’s
Griffith Stadium in April. In Bill Conlin’s “It Says 
Here” column, the Union sports editor introduced the
claimant as “Pat Kelly, a spectator residing at 2928
Broadway, said the ball landed in the back seat of his
car while parked on Burnett Way.”9 Conlin also re-
ported that Mulligan “intends to have Sheridan’s drive
officially measured.”

Apparently, Mulligan didn’t waste any time. The
next morning, Saturday, July 11, a surveying team
from Muir & Train set out to officially measure the dis-

tance. In a telephone interview, Timothy S. Train, a
principal of Muir & Train company, recalled the sur-
veying adventure, conceding it was a publicity stunt.
“Our firm had just formed in March 1953 and we were
hungry for new business.”10 He believes that his part-
ner Logan N. Muir Jr. had contacted the Solons and
offered the firm’s services at no charge. 

Train and Muir together measured the distance
using a standard surveyor’s steel tape with another
member of their firm there to certify their findings.
(Muir was the firm’s civil engineer and Train the land
surveyor.) When the assignment was finished, they ar-
rived at a slightly shorter, though more precise
measurement of 613.8 feet. The Solons immediately
revved their publicity machine.

In his July 12 column, Conlin noted that the Asso-
ciated Press had broadcast the story across the globe.
The Sporting News picked it up and reported it later
that month.11 Conlin wrote, “Certainly Sheridan, by
out-Ruthing the Babe, and dis-mantling Mickey, con-
tributed the most spectacular incident in the long
history of Sacramento baseball.”12

Then, in an attempt to counter the critics, the sage
scribe jotted a series of justifications for Sheridan’s
sudden power surge. First off, Conlin noted that Sheri-
dan had distinguished his power that night by hitting
two home runs for the ages as cited above.

Conlin introduced the possibility that the ball may
have bounced in the Solon’s parking lot (beyond the
left-field wall) and then smashed Kelly’s rear window.
Solons’ President Mulligan countered that argument
by saying, “It was a car with a sloping rear window. In
order to break the glass and land in the car, the ball
would have had to be dropping from above instead of
bounding off the ground.” Two former Solons em-
ployees (Ron King, a ballboy from 1936 to 1946 and
Cuno Barragan, a Solons player in the mid-1950s) con-
firmed for this writer that the parking lot was unpaved
and probably covered with gravel at the time.13 If true,
it appears unlikely a ball could bounce in the parking
lot with enough force to penetrate Kelly’s rear window
on Burnett Way. However, that remains a possibility.

Next, Conlin considered the weather conditions
that evening. Newspapers confirmed the temperature
hit 100 degrees on July 8 and the Union’s hourly
breakdown put the temperature at about 75 degrees
around the time Sheridan hit the long blow (approxi-
mately 11:00 P.M.).14 Mulligan theorized the conditions
were “ideally suited for long ball hitting.” He noted
that in the first game of the doubleheader, Seals cen-
ter fielder Al Lyons had been completely fooled on a
curve ball thrown by Solons pitcher Ken Gables,
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Neill Sheridan was born in
Sacramento and raised in
the Bay Area. Although the
majority of his career was
spent in the Pacific Coast
League, he did get one at
bat in the major leagues
(Boston Red Sox, 1948).
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“…and with his hips backed out toward the San Fran-
cisco dugout,” still managed to clout a 425-foot triple
to dead center field.15

Finally, on Monday, July 13, when the Union re-
ported the Muir & Train measurement of 613.8 feet, the
article also noted that an unnamed Solons’ parking lot
attendant “heard the impact of shattered glass when
the epic circuit clout soared over the left-field wall and
entered Kelly’s parked auto by way of the rear win-
dow.”16 That doesn’t prove that Kelly’s vehicle was
parked on Burnett Way, however, it does lend credence
to his story.

On July 14 Muir & Train produced a letter and a no-
tarized Plat of Survey verifying that the exact distance
amounted to 613.80 feet (where “corrections have been
made in standard tape length at a temperature of 
68 degrees F.”).17 With the notarized documents, Sheri-
dan’s feat had been certified to be the longest home run
ever recorded. 

Sheridan’s teammate, Bockman, who played four
seasons for the Solons and viewed the long home run
from the dugout that evening, said, “To see the ball
leave the park, you would say that it was going forever.
He hit it a long way.”18 Bockman stayed in baseball as
a long-time minor league manager and scout, and
signed Bob Boone and Larry Bowa for the Phillies. 

Local boy Ronnie King, who played in the Cleveland
organization and for the Solons, and later worked as
scouting supervisor for the Dodgers and Pirates, finds
the tale hard to believe. “The story’s been told and em-
bellished over time,” he figures. When told the surveyor
certified the measurement, he shakes his head. “To hit
a ball 600 feet…” he says and then shoots the inter-

viewer a look of disbelief, “…can’t be done.” King says
he saw major league players with recognized, legitimate
power like “McCovey, Stargell, Frank Howard, Ernie
Lombardi…all hit for big power and yet none of them
came close to hitting a ball 600 feet.”19

Cuno Barragan, another Sacramento native, former
Solon and Chicago Cub, had a similar reaction. “We
know it was a long home run. [But] six-hundred-and-
something feet is pretty hard to justify, in my mind.
That’s two ball fields!”20 Ironically, just below the
Bee’s July 10 story citing Sheridan’s home run was a
report about Solon farmhand Barragan colliding with
his Idaho Falls teammate (and manager), Red Jessen,
resulting in Cuno’s fractured cheekbone and an
overnight stay in the hospital.21

Like a Fourth of July firework, the Sheridan story
shot to national prominence in July 1953, then smol-
dered for decades until Sacramento baseball historian
and memorabilia collector Alan O’Connor came into
possession of two important documents from the for-
mer president and owner of the Sacramento Solons,
Fred David.

Prior to his passing in 2009, David gave O’Connor
the letter summarizing the surveying firm’s findings on
Muir & Train letterhead. In addition, he presented the
Plat of Survey, which had been rolled up, folded, and
tucked behind a desk in David’s office until O’Connor
opened it. Despite the wrinkles and folds, the document
is in excellent condition. It shows the flight of the ball
from home plate at Edmonds Field to the “X” marking
the location of Kelly’s parked car on Burnett Way, with
the distance measured at 613.80 feet. The document 
is signed by all the principals: Sheridan, Muir, Train,
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Sheridan enlisted in the Marines after Pearl Harbor,
but was discharged before even reaching boot camp
because of asthma. He signed with the San Francisco
Seals in 1943.
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Lincoln Ong (a witness who worked at the surveying
firm), and the notary, Donald N. Runyan.22

While everyone who witnessed Neill Sheridan’s
home run can vouch that it was a majestic blow, no
one could verify where it actually landed. Apparently,
Pat Kelly did not have a companion that night to sup-
port his claim. Those involved in the story—from the
Solons’ president to the surveying team—took Kelly’s
word that he had parked his car that evening in front
of 1316 Burnett Way, the home of the Segura family.
We know this is precisely the spot because in his July
12 column, Bill Conlin wrote, “By coincidence, the lat-
ter’s car [Kelly’s] was just across the street from the
home of Mrs. Alice Lightfoot, the head usheret (sic) at
Edmonds Field.”23 Public records verify that Lightfoot
resided at 1317 Burnett Way, directly opposite the 
Segura residence. Both homes at that time bordered
the east entrance of the Solons’ parking lot.24

Mrs. Nancy (Segura) Williams currently lives in the
Segura family home, which today shares a property
line with a Target Store, located on the former ballpark
site at Riverside Boulevard and Broadway. She verified
that in the late forties and fifties Solons patrons often
parked their vehicles in front of her family’s house be-
fore games and slipped through the Solons’ parking lot
on the way to the ballpark.25

Those who disbelieve the possibility of a 600-foot
home run have posited that Kelly’s vehicle might have

been parked in the Solon parking lot and the man later
embellished his role by bringing Solons’ executives to
the Burnett Way location. From the Union photograph
of him sitting inside the vehicle on the rear bench seat,
Kelly appeared to be middle-aged, possibly older.26 A
mature adult, one assumes, would be less likely than
a thrill-seeking teenager to concoct a Zelig-type story,
especially in the Eisenhower era. However, there re-
mains the possibility that Pat Kelly fabricated the story. 

Take for example the scant details that were pub-
lished about Kelly. When this author attempted to
verify his residence at 2928 Broadway, as was twice
reported by the Union, we were unsuccessful and
came to the conclusion that he could not have lived
there because throughout the 1940s and early fifties
the address didn’t exist. That section of Broadway
served as a commercial district, and in 1953 the two
closest enterprises on that block were a used car lot
(2920 Broadway) and a former restaurant (2930 Broad-
way) with no structures listed in between.27 Fire
insurance maps also show the structures were single
story, negating the possibility of an upstairs resi-
dence.28 It is possible the Union incorrectly reported
Kelly’s address, but we give the benefit of doubt to
sports editor Conlin.29

More importantly, a check of the Sacramento City
Directories for that time period show that no Patrick
Kelly was even listed in 1953. The name does appear
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At the behest of the Solons, a
surveying team from Muir & Train
measured the distance at 613.80
feet. That original Plat of Survey
is now in the hands of collector
Alan O’Connor, a gift from former
owner of the Solons, Fred David,
who had found it rolled up and
stuffed behind a desk.
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in the 1952 directory, with a “Patk. Kelly” residing at
910½ 2nd Street in Sacramento, however, that is across
town from Broadway.29

Another contrasting piece of evidence is this: in a
telephone interview Mr. Sheridan recalls that when
Kelly presented him with the ball in the clubhouse, the
man told him that at the time of the home run “…he
was sitting on the front porch, it was an evening game,
ideal in Sacramento to sit on the front porch and listen
to the ball game, if you weren’t there. That’s what
[Kelly] was doing, listening to the radio. And the ball
went through the back window.”30 Newspaper accounts
referred to Kelly as a spectator who had attended the
game on July 8.

Train, formerly of the surveying company, remem-
bers the day when his company performed the service
for the Solons. He did not indicate meeting Pat Kelly or
seeing a car with a demolished rear window parked
there on the street.31 Apparently, Solons officials
pointed to the location where Kelly claimed he parked
his vehicle on the evening of July 8. (Mr. Train is re-
tired and lives in Phoenix. His former Sacramento firm
is now called Train Sening & Hoffman Surveying.)

Finally, since the original story unfolded that sum-
mer of 1953, the man who claimed the ball broke his
car rear window—Pat Kelly—never resurfaced in the
Sacramento area, at least publicly. 

Still, all of that doesn’t detract from Neill Sheri-
dan’s historic achievement at Edmonds Field. On that
warm summer night, he outraced an Arabian horse,
clubbed an opposite-field homer to right field, and
then hit the longest professional home run ever meas-
ured into the Sacramento skyline. 

And he has the ball to prove it. �
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Many casual baseball fans and serious saber-
metricians alike hold the belief that the home
run was not a terribly important part of the

game until the arrival of Babe Ruth in the outfield of
the New York Yankees in 1920. Just the year before,
Ruth had hit 29 homers to slip past Ned Williamson’s
single season home run record of 27, a mark that had
stood unchallenged for 35 years. The record had been
tainted from the outset, however, having been set in a
year—1884—in which Williamson’s Chicago White
Stockings played in a park with fences less than 200
feet from home plate and had changed their ground
rules to count balls over the fence as home runs rather
than doubles.1 Since then, only two players had come
close to Williamson. One was Buck Freeman, who
played right field for the old National League Wash-
ington Senators and hit 25 in 1899, nearly twice as
many as he would hit in any of his other 10 major
league seasons. The other was Gavvy Cravath, the
Philadelphia Phillies right fielder, who hit 24 in 1915.
In 1920, however, Ruth demolished his new mark,
bashing 54 balls over the fence and changing the char-
acter of the game ever after. The year before Ruth
broke Williamson’s record, 1918, the average number
of home runs hit by an entire major league team was
14.7, about one every 9.5 games.

But is it true, as is often assumed, that the major
league power game had always been so anemic as it
was just before the Sultan of Swat hit the scene? Let’s
look at the first 48 years of major league baseball from
the National Association in 1871 through 1918 to see
what part the home run played in the early game.2 Fig-
ure 1 shows the total number of major league home
runs hit each year.

The graph is neither random nor uniform. It shows
a definite structure. For the first 11 years of major
league baseball’s existence, the home run was an in-
frequent event which, although exciting in itself, did
not have a significant impact on the game as a whole.
Starting about 1882, however, the number of home
runs began a decade-long, exponential increase. First,
it more than doubled from just 76 in 1881 to 178 in
1882. It increased by another 34 percent in 1883. In
1884 it nearly tripled from the year before, to 690, but
this number is not to be taken at face value. That was

the year, as mentioned above, that the Chicago White
Stockings changed the ground rule in their tiny Lake
Front Park from balls going over the fence being
counted as doubles to their being scored as home runs.
The following year they moved to a different park of
more conventional dimensions. Skipping over 1884,
the number of home runs in 1885 rose 36 percent over
what it had been two years earlier. This was followed
by a 28 percent increase (to 413) in 1886, and a whop-
ping 47 percent increase, to 606, in 1887. Home run
production fell off somewhat in 1888, to “just” 521,
but then it resumed its meteoric rise, climbing to 667
in 1889, a year-over-year increase of 28 percent. Fi-
nally, in 1890, home run production reached its
19th-century peak of 760, exactly ten times the num-
ber that had been hit just nine years earlier in 1881. 

There are many possible explanations for such ex-
plosive growth. One is that the number of teams and
even leagues was quite variable at this early point in
the evolution of the professional game. In 1881, there
was only one league, the National, with only eight
teams. Just three years later, in 1884, there were three
leagues—the National, the American Association, and
the Union Association—collectively comprising 33
teams. The Union Association collapsed after a single
year, reducing the number of major league teams back
to 16, but this is still double what it had been in 1881.
The number of leagues and teams remained stable
until 1890, when the emergence of the Players League
brought the total number of major league teams up 
to 25.3

It is important to note here that, whatever else, the
curve of increased home runs across the 1880s does
not look very much at all like the increase in the num-
ber of teams. Essentially, from 1883 to 1890, the
number of teams was stable at 16 but for the UA spike
in 1884 and the smaller PL spike in 1890. The home
run curve, by contrast, shows large annual increases
nearly every year. Nevertheless, to account for the pos-
sibility that the increased number of home runs across
the 1880s was simply a statistical artifact of increased
number of the teams, games, and players, I plotted 
the number of home runs hit as a proportion of the
number of at bats (See Figure 2). The pattern of re-
sults, while not identical to the earlier graph, is much
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the same. The rise starts a little earlier, 1879, and con-
tinues on, with a little more year-to-year regression
than in the original graph, until 1889. The 1884 spike
is attenuated to a large degree. The increase from 1878
to 1889 represents more than a five-fold increase in the
proportion of at bats that result in a home run (from
.0017 to .0087). The year 1890, unlike in the original
graph, does not represent the peak of 19th-century
home run hitting. Instead, one sees production fall
back somewhat from 1889 (to .0067). After three more
years of unsteadiness, it reaches it 19th-century peak
of .011 in 1894. Indeed, this would be the highest rate
of home run hitting in the majors until 1921, when the
Bambino re-shattered his own record by hitting 59
(and, perhaps more importantly, six players, including
Ruth, hit more than 20 home runs for the first time in
major league history).

So changes in the numbers of leagues and teams
does not seem to have been the major factor behind
the power surge of the 1880s and 1890s. However, the
comings and goings of franchises are not the only pos-
sible explanations of the home run increase of the late
19th-century.4 This was a time during which the rules
of the modern game were under development, and any
number of rule changes might have influenced home
run frequency. In 1879, the year of the first rise in
home run rate (i.e., home runs as a proportion of at-
bats), pitchers were first required by rule to face the
batter. That might conceivably increase home runs,
but it would not explain the continuing rise over the
next decade-and-a-half. Moreover, if this rule change
gave batters an advantage, it should be reflected in
their batting averages as well, but major league bat-
ting averages actually declined from 1878 (.259) to
1879 (.254). They declined even further in 1880 (.245).
So it doesn’t seem like this rule change accounted for
any increase in hitting statistics. 

In 1881, the pitcher’s box was moved back from 
45 to 50 feet. This might have allowed batters to get a
better look at the ball and, thereby, hit more home
runs. Again we should look to a more general measure
of batter success, batting average, in order to test this
hypothesis. Indeed, major league batting averages in-
creased from 1880 (.245) to 1881 (.260), but then fell
back the following year (.248).5 Thus, the 1881 in-
crease in batting average seems to have been a random
“blip” rather than being directly attributable to the 
increased distance of the pitcher. Or, it was due to the
increased pitcher distance, but after the 1881 season,
pitchers devised ways to compensate for the chal-
lenges it posed. In any case, unlike batting average,
home run rate continued its climb in 1882. 

The year 1882 also marked the arrival of the Amer-
ican Association. One might argue that the home run
rate increase that year was caused by a dilution of
pitching talent (though no top pitchers moved from
the NL to the AA). But even if one endorsed this claim,
then one would have to explain the marked decrease
in batting average that same year. If one argues that
the dilution of hitting talent led to the decrease in bat-
ting average, then this would seem to foreclose the
argument that dilution of pitching talent led to the in-
crease in home runs. One cannot have it both ways. 

Another set of rule changes that might have affected
hitting was the number of balls required for a walk. In
the late 1870s, it took nine balls to send a batter to first.
Then the number steadily decreased: eight in 1880,
seven in 1881, six in 1884, briefly back up to seven for
1886, then down to five for 1887, and four in 1889.6 It
is hard to say what effect this had on home run pro-
duction. One might argue that more balls meant long
at bats, which, in turn, meant more opportunities to hit
home runs. In that case, the decrease in the number of
balls required for a walk would have been expected to
correspond to a decrease in the number of home runs,
the opposite of what we observe over the course of the
1880s. On the other hand, giving pitchers the luxury of
more balls before a batter walked may have enabled
them to throw more tricky pitches, with the attendant
increased risk that they would miss the strike zone. If
so, lowering the number of balls per walk would have
forced pitchers to pitch more consistently to the strike
zone, giving batters more chances to hit home runs,
which is what we, in fact, see during the 1880s. In any
case, changes in the walk rules cannot explain why, if
they were somehow responsible for the increase in
home runs during the 1880s, the number of home runs
then turned around and declined during the 1890s. 

There were minor changes to the number of strikes
required for an out during this period as well—four
strikes in 1887, then back to three strikes in 1888—but
those changes would seem to afford little opportunity
to explain the rise and fall of home run rates over the
late 19th century. Other changes to the size of the
pitchers box and eventual reduction to the modern
strip of rubber seem similarly insufficient to explain
changes in home run production during this era.

Perhaps it is best to look at the records of the indi-
vidual hitters who drove the power surge. Table 1
shows all hitters who had 15 or more home runs in a
single season from 1871 until 1918. There were only
40 such player-seasons over the 48 years. None of
those player-seasons came in the 1870s or the early
1880s. The earliest of the player-seasons with 15 or
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more home runs was 1884, in which four players made
the grade. Unfortunately, all were Chicago White
Stockings in the season tarnished by short fences: Ned
Williamson (27), Fred Pfeffer (25), Abner Dalrymple
(22) and Cap Anson (21). 

The next earliest year in which a player hit 15
home runs in a season was 1887, when the mark was
achieved by three players: Billy O’Brien of the Wash-
ington Nationals (19), Roger Connor of the New York
Giants (17), and Fred Pfeffer of the Chicago White
Stockings (16). (Pfeffer was the only one of the four
1884 White Stockings to repeat, legitimately, his earlier
feat.) The following year, 1888, saw only one player

reach 15 home runs: Jimmy Ryan of the Chicago White
Stockings (16). (Ryan had not been on the 1884 team.) 

The march of the sluggers resumed in 1889 when
a record six players reached 15. They were led by Sam
Thompson of the Philadelphia Quakers (NL) who was
the first non-1884-Chicago-White-Stocking to hit 20 in
a season. He was closely followed by his cross-town
rival, Harry Stovey, who hit 19 for the Philadelphia
Athletics (AA). Also hitting 19 was Bug Holliday of the
Cincinnati Red Stockings (AA). Jerry Denny of the 
Indianapolis Hoosiers (NL) hit 18 and Jimmy Ryan of
the Chicago White Stockings hit 17. Ryan was the first
player who was not a member of the 1884 White
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Table 1. All Hitters of 15+ HR in a Single Season, 1871–1918
Player name Year Team (ID) League G AB R H HR HR/AB
Ned Williamson 1884 Chicago White Stockings (CHN) NL 107 417 84 116 27 .065
Fred Pfeffer 1884 Chicago White Stockings (CHN) NL 112 467 105 135 25 .054
Buck Freeman 1899 Washington Senators (WSN) NL 155 588 107 187 25 .043
Gavvy Cravath 1915 Philadelphia Phillies (PHI) NL 150 522 89 149 24 .046
Abner Dalrymple 1884 Chicago White Stockings (CHN) NL 111 521 111 161 22 .042
Frank Schulte 1911 Chicago Cubs (CHN) NL 154 577 105 173 21 .036
Cap Anson 1884 Chicago White Stockings (CHN) NL 112 475 108 159 21 .044
Sam Thompson 1889 Philadelphia Quakers (PHI) NL 128 533 103 158 20 .038
Harry Stovey 1889 Philadelphia Athletics (PH4) AA 137 556 152 171 19 .034
Billy O’Brien 1887 Washington Nationals (WS8) NL 113 453 71 126 19 .042
Bug Holliday 1889 Cincinnati Red Stockings (CN2) AA 135 563 107 181 19 .034
Ed Delahanty 1893 Philadelphia Phillies (PHI) NL 132 595 145 219 19 .032
Gavvy Cravath 1914 Philadelphia Phillies (PHI) NL 149 499 76 149 19 .038
Gavvy Cravath 1913 Philadelphia Phillies (PHI) NL 147 525 78 179 19 .036
Sam Thompson 1895 Philadelphia Phillies (PHI) NL 119 538 131 211 18 .033
Vic Saier 1914 Chicago Cubs (CHN) NL 153 537 87 129 18 .034
Fred Luderus 1913 Philadelphia Phillies (PHI) NL 155 588 67 154 18 .031
Hugh Duffy 1894 Boston Beaneaters (BSN) NL 125 539 160 237 18 .033
Jerry Denny 1889 Indianapolis Hoosiers (IN3) NL 133 578 96 163 18 .031
Jimmy Ryan 1889 Chicago White Stockings (CHN) NL 135 576 140 177 17 .030
Bobby Lowe 1894 Boston Beaneaters (BSN) NL 133 613 158 212 17 .028
Bill Joyce 1895 Washington Senators (WSN) NL 126 474 110 148 17 .036
Bill Joyce 1894 Washington Senators (WSN) NL 99 355 103 126 17 .048
Roger Connor 1887 New York Giants (NY1) NL 127 471 113 134 17 .036
Jack Clements 1893 Philadelphia Phillies (PHI) NL 94 376 64 107 17 .045
Hal Chase 1915 Buffalo Blues (BUF) FL 145 567 85 165 17 .030
Dutch Zwilling 1914 Chicago Chi-Feds (CHF) FL 154 592 91 185 16 .027
Mike Tiernan 1891 New York Giants (NY1) NL 134 542 111 166 16 .030
Harry Stovey 1891 Boston Beaneaters (BSN) NL 134 544 118 152 16 .029
Socks Seybold 1902 Philadelphia Athletics (PHA) AL 137 522 91 165 16 .031
Jimmy Ryan 1888 Chicago White Stockings (CHN) NL 129 549 115 182 16 .029
Fred Pfeffer 1887 Chicago White Stockings (CHN) NL 123 479 95 133 16 .033
Fred Luderus 1911 Philadelphia Phillies (PHI) NL 146 551 69 166 16 .029
Charlie Duffee 1889 St. Louis Browns (SL4) AA 137 509 93 124 16 .031
Sam Crawford 1901 Cincinnati Reds (CIN) NL 131 515 91 170 16 .031
Sherry Magee 1914 Philadelphia Phillies (PHI) NL 146 544 96 171 15 .028
Sherry Magee 1911 Philadelphia Phillies (PHI) NL 121 445 79 128 15 .034
Bill Kenworthy 1914 Kansas City Packers (KCF) FL 146 545 93 173 15 .028
Bill Dahlen 1894 Chicago Colts (CHN) NL 121 502 149 179 15 .030
Jimmy Collins 1898 Boston Beaneaters (BSN) NL 152 597 107 196 15 .025



Stockings to hit at least 15 home runs twice. Rounding
out the class of 1889 was Charlie Duffee of the St.
Louis Browns (AA), with 16. 

Although 1890 saw more home runs hit (760) than
any other single season in the 19th century, no player
hit more than 15. The total increase was due to the ap-
pearance of the nine teams of the Player’s League in
1890. Interestingly, for reasons that are unclear, there
was a simultaneous drop in the proportion of at bats
that resulted in home runs (from .0087 in 1889 to
.0067 in 1890). With the collapse of the Players’
League, 1891 witnessed a drop in the total number of
ML home runs, as not only were fewer teams playing,
the top pitching talent was once again concentrated.
That year also saw the return of the 15+ HR hitter:
Mike Tiernan of the New York Giants (NL) and Harry
Stovey, now of the Boston Beaneaters (NL), each hit
16. Stovey was only the second player to hit 15 or
more home runs twice (among non-Chicago White
Stockings of 1884) after Jimmy Ryan. 

Individual power seemed to skip the 1892 season,
but the pace picked up again in 1893 when two
Philadelphia Phillies reached the mark: Ed Delahanty
hit 19, and Jack Clements hit 17 in just 94 games. In
1894—the only year in the 19th-century that the home
run rate reached above 1 percent of at bats—four play-
ers topped 15 home runs. Leading the way were two
Boston Beaneaters (NL): Hugh Duffy (18) and Bobby
Lowe (17). Tied with Lowe was Bill Joyce (17) of the
Washington Senators (NL), who reached the level in
just 99 games. Behind was Bill Dahlen (15) of the NL
Chicago franchise, which had picked up the nickname
the “Colts.” 

After that, home run production began to decrease.
In 1895, Bill Joyce repeated his feat of 17—the first
player to hit 15 or more in consecutive seasons—but
he took 126 games to reach the mark this time. No one
else did the deed that season. No one at all made the
grade in 1896 or 1897. In 1898, Jimmy Collins of the
Beaneaters just made it, hitting exactly 15. Then, in
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Figure 2. Total Major League HR/AB, 1871–1918 (See http://sabr.org/node/3254 for the complete numbers.)

Figure 1. Total Major League HR/AB, 1871–1918



1899, Buck Freeman of the Washington Senators (NL)
set a new mark among non-members of the 1884
Chicago White Stockings by slugging an unheard-of
25. One measure of how exceptional Freeman’s feat
was is that the second place finisher, Bobby Wallace
(12) of the St. Louis Perfectos (NL) had less than half
of Freeman’s total. Home run hitting continued to fall
through the 1900s. Only two players hit more than 15
the entire decade: Sam Crawford of the Cincinnati
Reds (NL) in 1901 with 16 and Socks Seybold of the
Philadelphia Athletics (AL) in 1902, also with 16. In
1906, the raw home run total reached its lowest level
(261) since 1883 and, in 1907, the major league home
run rate reached its lowest level since 1880, more than
a quarter-century earlier. The reasons remain unclear. 

There was a modest rise (and fall) in home run hit-
ting through the 1910s. In 1911 Frank Schulte of the
Cubs hit 21 and Fred Luderus of the Phillies hit 16.7 In
1913, Gavvy Cravath of the Phillies emerged as, per-
haps, the game’s first consistent power hitter, cracking
19 that year, another 19 in 1914, and then 24 in 1915.
In 1913 Cravath was joined on the 15+ list by his
team-mate Fred Luderus, who hit 18. With the brief
appearance of the Federal League in 1914, a number of
other hitters momentarily broke through: In addition
to Cravath was Vic Saier of the Cubs with 18, Dutch
Zwilling of the Chicago Chi-Feds (FL) with 16, Sherry
Magee of the Phillies with 15, and Bill Kenworthy of
the Kansas City Packers (FL) also with 15. In 1915,
below Cravath was just Hal Chase of the Buffalo Blues
(FL) with 17. 

With the collapse of the Federal League, and the
re-concentration of pitching talent in the NL and AL,
came a collapse of home run hitting as well. The major
league home run total plummeted from 635 to 383.
Why it dropped to levels lower than those seen before
the appearance of the FL is unknown. In addition, no
individual player hit 15 or more home runs in 1916,
1917, or 1918. The year 1918 witnessed the lowest
major league home run total (235) in a full 36 years.
In 1919, Babe Ruth, then still a pitcher with the Boston
Red Sox, set the record of 29, mentioned at the start of
this article. Moving to the Yankee outfield in 1920, he
hit a stunning 54 and the game was never the same.

In conclusion, there seems to have been a trend to-
ward more home run hitting in the late 19th century
that stalled, for reasons that are not entirely clear, in
the mid-1890s. The increase does not seem to have
been a direct result of either league expansions or of
rule changes, though both phenomena played some
part. The emergence of a number of powerful players

in the 1880s and 1890s seems to have been an impor-
tant factor, but none of them became regular hitters of
15 or more home runs during that period: only two ac-
complished the feat even twice (excluding Pfeffer, who
did it once during the tainted 1884 White Stockings
season). The stall of the upward home run trend in the
mid-1890s was followed by a colossal crash that
brought home run totals and rates down by the mid-
1900s to levels that had not been seen since the early
1880s. The nadir home run rate of .003 in 1907 repre-
sented a decrease of nearly three-quarters of its 1894
peak of .011—a drastic drop off in home run hitting in
just over a decade. Again, the reason is not entirely
clear. The development and widespread adoption of
the hit-and-run strategies that players like Ty Cobb
would raise to an art form may be the reason. But the
lure of the game-breaking potential of the home run
could never die entirely. The 1910s saw a modest rise
in home run hitting again, driven partly by the mo-
mentary appearance of the Federal League, but power
hitting was falling out of favor again when Babe Ruth
arrived on the scene to change the way home runs
were seen forever more. �

Notes
1. That same year, for the same team, Fred Pfeffer hit 25, Abner

Dalrymple hit 22, and Cap Anson hit 21. Thanks to John Cappello
for pointing out Chicago’s fence problem. 

2. For those who prefer to exclude the NA from the “major leagues,”
nothing of what follows will be substantially affected.

3. However, the Baltimore Orioles of the AA played only 38 games
that year, and the Brooklyn Gladiators, also of the AA, played only
100. All other teams played between 128 and 140 games.

4. I would like to thank a number of SABR members for pointing out
a variety of possible explanations: Mark Armour, David Vincent,
John Cappello, John Thorn, and especially Steve Hatcher.

5. Batting average is not the “best” metric of batter performance,
and most sabermetricians prefer slugging percentage or OPS.
However, the problems with batting average notwithstanding,
what is needed here is a hitting statistic that is independent of
home run rates, making slugging percentage a poor choice in
this instance because it is confounded with the rate at which
home runs are hit. In any case, one finds a similar pattern for
slugging percentage here: .320, .338, .330 for 1880, 1881, 1882,
respectively. The fallback is not as great in 1882 as with batting
average precisely because the number of home runs (and the
home run rate) continued to climb in 1882, contaminating slug-
ging percentage. 

6. Reputable sources vary on the exact years. These are derived
from Total Baseball.

7. The cork-centered ball was introduced in the 1910 Word Series
and used during the 1911 season. This may well explain why 1911
home run production stands out in the otherwise relatively smooth
rise and fall in home run production during 1909–1918. It does
not explain that modest ten-year hump as a whole, however. 
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BACKGROUND: The 2010 SABR conference publication, The National
Pastime: Baseball in the Peach State, included an article entitled
“That Was Quick” describing a professional baseball game that
lasted a mere 32 minutes. Based on information in The Encyclope-
dia of Minor League Baseball 1 and a Google-based search for any
quicker game (as unlikely as that seemed), the article indicated that
this 1910 game remained what a local sportswriter called it at the
time—“the fastest nine innings ever played in the organized base-
ball world.”2 Shortly after The National Pastime was published, SABR
member Jim Baker informed the author that a faster game had been
played in his hometown of Asheville, North Carolina. He provided
supporting documentation, and the following article ensued. The At-
lanta Crackers and Mobile Sea Gulls were plenty quick in 1910, but
the Asheville Tourists and the Winston-Salem Twins were even
quicker six years later.

Baseball history was made at Oates Park in
Asheville, North Carolina, on August 30, 1916,
but nobody noticed. In fact, nobody noticed

until some 50 years later—and even then the discovery
was accidental and did not receive the lasting atten-
tion it deserved. On that day, two baseball teams in
the Class D North Carolina State League played a nine-
inning game in only 31 minutes—one minute faster
than the 1910 Southern League game that has long
been touted as the fastest game in professional base-
ball history.3

The game in Asheville pitted the local Tourists
against the Twins from nearby Winston-Salem, North
Carolina. The local newspaper account the following
day understated the game’s historical significance call-
ing it merely “the fastest bit of pastime ever played on
[the] local diamond”4 [emphasis added]. The headline
labeled the game “farcical,” and the article itself pro-
vided little information on the game itself, but enough
to substantiate that description. No box score accom-
panied the story, only a line score by innings
documenting a 2–1 victory by the visiting team and
identifying the teams’ batterymates. The two Winston-
Salem papers added no game details, and one said that
“no official score was kept.”5

Only some 200 fans witnessed this historic event—
perhaps because it ended before it was scheduled to
start. The season was almost over, and both teams
were out of the second-half pennant race. Both teams

also had trains to catch; Asheville was headed to
Raleigh to face the Capitals, and the Twins were going
home. Therefore, when Winston-Salem manager
Charley Clancy asked his Asheville counterpart to
begin the game early, Jack Corbett readily agreed. The
game started at 1:28 instead of 2:00, the final out was
recorded at 1:59, and the Tourists were on a 2:30 train
to Raleigh.6 The first three innings were played with-
out an umpire because Red Rowe, who had that role,
arrived only 20 minutes before the announced start-
ing time.7

The limited description of game action makes it
clear that this was no ordinary game. The Asheville
paper noted that “it is usually the custom after the
pennant has been clinched…for [some] other team…
to make merry at the last game. The same stunt was
pulled here at the end of last season.”8 The Atlanta
Crackers had taken a similar approach six years earlier,
and the result of their effort received more publicity.

The Crackers, the Tourists, and their opponents
showed that the way to play a game at maximum
speed involved racing on and off the field to minimize
the time taken to change sides between innings. The
North Carolina teams seem to have added several fil-
lips that allowed them to set the new speed record.
Players sometimes ventured on and off the diamond
before the final out was recorded. Pitchers did not al-
ways wait for all their teammates to be in position
before delivering their first pitch, and both mounds-
men “lobbed” their tosses. All batters swung at the
first pitch they saw, and after hitting the ball simply
kept running until they were tagged out.9 Hence, all
three runs resulted from home runs that cleared the
outfield walls,10 and no baserunners were stranded.

Although both teams obviously collaborated to
minimize playing time, the game’s result must not
have been prearranged. The visiting team won, 2–1—
as did its counterpart in the earlier fastest game. Had
the teams’ sole purpose been to play the games as
quickly as possible, they could have arranged for the
home team to win, thus avoiding the need to play 
the bottom of the ninth. Apparently, there are limits 
to collusion.11

One play personifies the farcical approach to the
game: when a Winston-Salem hitter led off an inning
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with a single to center field and continued running, he
drew an errant throw that was heading toward the vis-
itors’ dugout until Frank Nesser, the Twins’ on-deck
batter, scooped up the ball and threw his teammate
out at second base.12

The description of this play in the local newspaper
also illustrates the limited coverage the game received.
The attending sportswriter described the action as 
having occurred “along about one of the innings,” iden-
tified the hitter only as “some Twins player,” and called
the on-deck batter “Nerwer.”13 This writer was much
more interested in describing certain fans than identi-
fying game participants, reporting that the ladies in
attendance were especially disappointed that the game
was so short. His eloquent description: “Buxom blondes
and brunette belles, fraulines and fraus, all pouted in
the same breath that it was ‘perfectly horrid.’”14

Another spectator who was displeased with the
record-setting game was L.L. Jenkins, owner of the
Tourists. Like the umpire, Jenkins thought he had ar-
rived ahead of game time, only to find that the game
was well under way. Unlike most owners, Jenkins
chose to pay for his own ticket. He definitely wanted
to get good value for his money and thought other fans
deserved the same. He didn’t consider a 31-minute
game to be an adequate return on investment, so he
quickly “assured the fans, in his best oratorical
style,”15 that the club would refund their money. Thus,
fans who requested and received that rebate saw a
once-in-a-lifetime event for free!

What these fans apparently did not see was future
major league stars. The absence of a box score and the
local sportswriters’ limited attention to detail make it
impossible to identify with certainty all the partici-
pants in this game. Besides the batterymates and Frank
Nesser (aka Nerwer), only two players—Osteen and
Adams—are named. Partial (and understandably
sketchy16) rosters for both teams available through
Baseball-Reference.com give insight into who might
have been on the field that day.

While these rosters included a number of players
who had been or would become major leaguers, nei-
ther team was blessed with players who would earn
lasting fame on the diamond. Two Asheville pitchers—
George “Doc” Lowe, the loser of the record-setting
game, and Eddie Bacon—eventually had “cups of cof-
fee” in the majors, as did Asheville second baseman
Dallas Bradshaw and Winston-Salem infielder Harvey
“Hob” Hiller. The Twins’ Ray Rolling, who was playing
the last of his 11 seasons in the minor leagues, had
played five games for the St. Louis Cardinals four years
earlier. Another former major leaguer was behind the

plate for Asheville in this historic game; Earle Mack,
son of the legendary owner/manager Connie Mack,
had played in five games over three seasons for his fa-
ther’s Philadelphia Athletics. He would not play
another major league game, but continued to play in
the minors until 1923—a total of 11 seasons.

Two players from these teams made more indelible
(albeit brief) marks in the majors. Asheville’s star out-
fielder in 1916 was Jimmy Hickman, whose .350 batting
average led the league and convinced the Brooklyn
Robins to bring him up at the end of the season. He 
already had some major league experience, having
played 20 games for the Federal League’s Baltimore Ter-
rapins in 1915, but initially did little to distinguish
himself in nine games with the NL Champion Robins.
The following year, however, his six home runs tied him
with teammate Casey Stengel for the team lead and
ranked forth in the National League. His batting average
that year was only .219, and he ranked forth in the
league in strikeouts (66) and outfield errors (15). His
productivity quickly diminished (he hit only one more
home run in the majors), and his major league career
ended in 1919 after three full seasons. 
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Earle Mack, son of Philadelphia A’s owner and manager Connie Mack,
spent over a decade in the minor leagues after his cup of coffee in the
majors, and then returned to the A’s to manage in 1937 and 1939 when
his father’s health was too poor to handle the job. 
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Charles “Whitey” Glazner was the ace of Winston-
Salem’s 1916 pitching staff; his victory in the 31-minute
game gave him a 21–7 record, but it took a 24–10
record for Birmingham in the Class A Southern Asso-
ciation in 1920 to earn a trip to the major leagues. 
He joined the Pittsburgh Pirates late that season and
appeared in only two games. His first full major league
season (1921) was his best by far. He compiled a 14–5
record for a league-leading .737 winning percentage;
his 2.77 ERA was 3rd best in the National League; and
his 1.162 WHIP ranked second behind teammate Babe
Adams. Glazner never had another winning season,
and by 1925 he was back in the minors, where he
spent seven more seasons before finally hanging up
his glove. 

Two individuals involved with this historic game
gained more lasting fame. Jack Corbett, who managed
the Tourists and who agreed to speed up the game,
was a career minor leaguer (mainly at the Class D
level) as a player and manager, but he made it to the
majors as an inventor. Corbett managed for only one
year after the 1916 season, and he eventually moved to
California, where he designed and patented a new
style of base with a tapered lip on the bottom to grip
the infield dirt and a six-inch anchoring stanchion.17

In 1939, these bases, which bear his name (“Jack 
Corbett Hollywood Base Sets”), became Major League
Baseball’s “official bases,” and Jack Corbett had his
place in every Big League stadium. He also earned a
place in literature (although under a different name)
thanks to the later efforts of the 15-year-old youngster
who served as Asheville’s batboy during the 1916 sea-
son. That young man became a writer, and two of his
novels included a fictional baseball player named 
Nebraska Crane. The batboy and future author was
Thomas Wolfe, and his model for Crane probably was
Jack Corbett, who had lived for a time in the boarding
house operated by Julia Wolfe, Thomas’s mother.18

Despite the record-setting pace and the related his-
torical tidbits, this game went unnoticed for “more
than half a century”19—until Dick Kaplan, a writer for
the Asheville Citizen, stumbled across the story while
searching the newspaper’s microfilm on a different
and unrelated topic. Bob Terrell, longtime sports editor
and columnist for that same newspaper, told the long-
lost story in The Sporting News (5 April 1969), but
some accepted reference works still list the 1910 At-
lanta game as the fastest ever played. It is time to give

the Asheville and Winston-Salem teams the credit they
deserve even though we cannot honor all the players
by name. The anonymous writer who chronicled that
game was correct when his opening paragraph warned
that he could not enlighten us much. We will just have
to take him at his word that “it was a good game, what
there was of it.”20 �
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BACKGROUND
In 2008 the Fresno State Bulldogs beat the heavily fa-
vored Georgia Bulldogs in the NCAA College Baseball
World Series. That Fresno State squad finished with a
47–31 record, the most losses ever for an NCAA base-
ball champion. The Bulldogs were the fourth seed in
their regional with Long Beach State as the top seed.
They met Arizona State, the number three national
seed, in the super regionals. Only four teams play in
each of 16 regionals. This would be the equivalent of
a team seeded 13th winning the NCAA men’s basket-
ball tournament. It is safe to say that they were the
lowest seed in any sport to win an NCAA champi-
onship. 

Over the past few seasons, college baseball has
begun to gain in popularity. ESPN has started to air
the NCAA College Baseball Regionals selection show.
Various internet message boards debate the selection
of some teams over others just like with the NCAA Di-
vision I college basketball tournament. With this
increase in popularity and scrutiny over the selection
of teams, improvements in the ranking of NCAA base-
ball teams may be needed. 

When constructing a ranking system of individuals
or teams, some issues need to be addressed. Danehy
and Lock (1995) say that any ranking system should
order all teams, compare teams, adjust for the quality
of the opponents, predict outcomes of games, and pre-
dict the game scores and differentials.1 Statistical
methods to rank teams have been widely used in
sports. The following is just a brief list of some of the
work that has been done in the past. Harville applied
linear-model methodology to the point spread of
games in college football.2 This methodology can be
applied to high school football. Stern (1995) used a
least-squares approach to rank college football teams.
Danehy and Lock (1995) used an additive least squares
model and Lock and Danehy (1997) used a multiplica-
tive Poisson model for collegiate hockey rankings.3

Glickman and Stern developed a predictive model
based on a state-space model that assumes team
strengths follow a first-order autoregressive process.4

Annis and Craig used a hybrid paired comparison
model that incorporates wins and scores to rank 
college football teams.5 Kvam and Sokol presented a

combined logistic regression/Markov chain model that
was applied to NCAA basketball data in order to 
predict the NCAA basketball tournament games.6

Govan, Langville, and Meyer use an Offense-Defense
model to rank teams in college basketball, college foot-
ball, and the NFL.7

Previous work in ranking college baseball teams
exists on a few web pages. Boyd Nation publishes his
ISR (Iterative Strength Ratings) on his website.8 Nation
uses an algorithm to combine a team’s winning per-
centage with their strength of schedule. The goal of
the ISR is to take advantage of inter-regional games
more accurately than other systems. Warren Nolan has
a ranking system called NPI.9 Nolan keeps his ranking
system secret. There is no glimpse on how the NPI is
calculated. Both Nation and Nolan compare their rank-
ings to the RPI. The RPI (Ratings Percentage Index) is
the ranking system that the NCAA uses for teams in
college basketball and baseball. Although there are
websites that publish an RPI, all of these are approxi-
mations of what the NCAA actually does. The NCAA
keeps their adjustments to the RPI secret.

This paper will focus on a ranking system that will
be referred to as the PING (Power Index Ratings) rat-
ings. Specifically, a least-squares approach similar to
Stern (1995) will be used. Instead of the difference in
runs between the two teams, the difference in Base
Runs will be the response for the PING ratings model.
The model will be applied to data from the 2009 NCAA
baseball season. Only games between Division I teams
will be considered.

DATA AND THE MODEL
The Data
The response for the PING ratings model is a differ-
ence in Base Runs between the home and away teams.
Base Runs first appeared in David Smyth’s Base Runs
Primer in the early 1990s. Unfortunately, the primer is
no longer available online. It was designed to estimate
the number of runs a team should have scored in a
game given their offensive statistics. Base Runs help
to remove the luck factor involved by attempting to
disregard the order in which the team’s hits and walks
came within an inning. Currently, Tango has the best
introduction to the concept of Base Runs.10
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The reason Base Runs excel at predicting under 
normal circumstances as well as extreme cases is that
they make reasonable assumptions about how runs are
scored. The first assumption is that each batter will
make an out, hit a home run, or reach base safely.
When a batter reaches base safely, he will then either
score, make an out on the bases, or be left on base
when the inning is over. There will be four factors that
will be used in the calculation of Base Runs. Heipp 
describes the factors in the following manner. Factor A
represents final baserunners. These players reach base
either by hit or walk. Home runs are subtracted out
since the batter never reaches base. Factor B represents
the advancement of those runners. It includes all events
except for outs. The coefficients in factor B are intrinsic
linear weights. Factor C represents outs made by bat-
ters. Factor D consists of only home runs.11

BsR = A x B + D.
B + C

According to Tango (2008), Smyth came up with three
basic equations to compute Base Runs. The most basic
version is

A = H + BB – HR
B = [1.4 x TB – 0.6 x H   – 3 x HR + 0.1 x BB] x 1.02
C = AB – H
D = HR,

where H are hits, BB are walks, HR are home runs, TB
are total bases, and AB are at bats.

Figures 1 and 2 show the box score for the last
game of the 2009 NCAA College World Series played at
Rosenblatt Stadium in Omaha, Nebraska on June 24,
2009 between the Louisiana State University Tigers
and the University of Texas Longhorns. The Base Runs
would be calculated in the following manner. For LSU,

For Texas,

A = 9 + 6 – 1 = 14
B = [1.4 x 14 – 0.6 x 9   – 3 x 1 + 0.1 x 6] x 12.036
C = 35 – 9 = 27
D = 1
BsR = 14 x 12.036 + 1 = 5.3166.

12.036+27

Since this game was played on a neutral field, the pre-
diction is that LSU would win the game by 1.3552 Base
Runs. The actual score was LSU 11, Texas 4. Clearly,
LSU was more efficient at scoring runs, i.e. scoring
more runs than what was expected of them, than
Texas in the final game.

THE MODEL
The model used to produce the PING ratings is a vari-
ation of the method developed by Stern (1995) to rate
college football teams as well as predict individual
game outcomes. The goal of the ratings is to account
for the team’s performance and their strength of
schedule. 

A method of least squares approach is used to cre-
ate the ratings. Let �i be the unknown rating for team
i, �j be the unknown rating for team j, and HF denote
the home field advantage. The outcome Yk represents
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Figure 1. LSU’s Box Score for Championship Game of 2009 College
World Series

A = 12 + 2 – 2 = 12
B = [1.4 x 20 – 0.6 x 12   – 3 x 2 + 0.1 x 2] x 15.3
C = 35 – 12 = 23
D = 2
BsR = 12 x 15.3 + 2 = 6.7937.

15.3+23



the difference in Base Runs between the home team
and road team in the game number k. The expected
outcome if team i plays team j on team i ’s home field
would be

�i – �j + HF.

The actual outcome will usually differ from this 
expected outcome. For college football, Stern (1995)
proposed to minimize the sum of squares between
these two values. For college baseball, this similar
technique will be used to determine the values of �i,
�j, and HF, which minimize

� (Yk – (�i – �j + HF))2,

k

where i = 1,…,302, j = 1,…,302, i � j, k is the game
number, which goes from 1 to 8,258 for the 2009 sea-
son, and HF is set to 1 if there is a home team and 0 if
the game is played on a neutral field. The �’s can be
coded as 1 or –1 depending if the team is the home
team (1) or the road team (–1). If the game is at a neu-
tral site, there must be one � to be coded as 1 and the
other as –1.

One problem that Stern (1995) had to deal with
when constructing his rating system for college foot-
ball was the presence of outliers. Traditionally in
collegiate athletics, when a team from an upper divi-
sion plays a team from a lower division, the outcome is
lopsided. This phenomenon can occur even when the
two teams are from the same division, i.e. Division I,
but from different conferences. For example, a team
from the SEC (Southeastern Conference), considered a
top conference for NCAA baseball, would be expected
to beat a team from the America East conference, con-
sidered a weaker conference for NCAA baseball, by a
large margin. Stern used an adjusted outcome when
the margin of victory was beyond 20 points.12 The
modified outcome was equal to 20 points plus the
square root of the additional margin of victory beyond
20 points. The question still remains: what is consid-
ered a lopsided victory in NCAA baseball? Since the
outcome for the PING ratings is the difference in Base
Runs for the home and road teams, the answer to the
question is not a simple one.

The model for the PING ratings was run for all 302
NCAA Division I baseball teams. Figure 3 shows the
residual plots for the PING ratings model with no ad-
justment for blowouts. Even though there is no
parametric assumption being made with the PING rat-
ings model, the normal probability plot can be used as
an “ad-hoc” tool for deciding what a lopsided victory
is in terms of Base Runs for NCAA baseball. The “de-
parture” from normality seemed to occur around 9
Base Runs. 

In order to adjust for the impact of blowouts on the
PING ratings, games with differences of Base Runs of
at least 9 will be controlled for in the following man-
ner. Nine Base Runs will be subtracted from the actual
difference in Base Runs. This new difference will be
halved and added to the nine Base Runs: 

New Difference =  [Difference – 9 ] + 9.
2

For example, a victory by 21 Base Runs will be reduced
to a victory by 15 Base Runs. Figure 4 shows the resid-
ual plots for the PING ratings model after the
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Figure 2. Texas’s Box Score for Championship Game of 2009 
College World Series



adjustments for blowouts were made. While there is
no theoretical justification for this exact adjustment
other than to adjust Base Runs in a manner different
from the modification proposed by Stern (1995), Fig-
ure 4 indicates that this adjustment in the difference of
Base Runs is yielding outcomes that one would expect
if normality were assumed.

RESULTS
Going into the 2009 NCAA Division I Baseball Cham-
pionships on May 29, 2009, the PING ratings were
used to predict the winners of the regional, super re-
gional, and College World Series games. The
championships behave a bit differently than the NCAA
Division I Basketball Tournament. There are 16 re-
gionals each featuring four teams. The teams play in a
double elimination format. The last team remaining
advances to the super regionals. The super regionals
are a best of three format. The last eight teams re-
maining advance to the College World Series in
Omaha, Nebraska. The College World Series is a dou-
ble elimination format. The last two teams remaining
then play each other in a best of three format for the
national championship. 
Figure 5 shows the predicted outcomes of the 2009
NCAA Division I Baseball regional and super regional
games. The PING ratings correctly picked 12 of the final
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Figure 3: Residual Plots for the PING Ratings Model

Robin Ventura was an outstanding college player.
As a freshman in 1986, he led in runs (107), RBIs
(96) and total bases (204), and in 1987 had a
record 58-game hitting streak.
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16 teams and 5 of the 8 College World Series teams.
Southern Mississippi’s making the 2009 College World
Series was a shock to the majority of pundits since they
were the third-ranked team in their region. This is anal-
ogous to an eleven seed making it to the Elite Eight in
the NCAA Basketball Tournament. Overall, the PING
ratings picked Arizona State to beat Cal State Fullerton
in the College World Series championship game. These
results can be found in Figure 6. Due to the double elim-
ination nature of the College World Series, the PING
ratings’ results look worse than they are. In the “Final
Four” of the College World Series, two Texas Longhorns
players (catcher Cameron Rupp and center fielder Con-
nor Rowe) hit solo home runs in the bottom of the ninth
to beat Arizona State 4–3. That was the elimination
game for the PING rating’s champion. 

Table 1 lists the final ratings for the top 20 teams in
the PING ratings, Boyd Nation (1998)’s ISR ratings,
and Warren Nolan (2004)’s NPI rankings. One possible
way to compare the three rating systems is to find the
correlation for each one with RPI. Although it is not a
flawless ranking system, the RPI is one of the criteria
the NCAA uses to select teams for the NCAA College
World Series. All of the rating systems had roughly the
same correlation with RPI: PING (r=0.81), ISR
(r=0.83), and NPI (r=0.84).

The PING ratings had the 2009 National Champion
LSU Tigers rated the highest out of the three ratings
systems, though to be fair, the difference is small (#3

versus #4); however, for a given game, the ratings
would predict that LSU would lose at home to Cal
State Fullerton by 0.32857 Base Runs (4.37831–
(3.78422+ 0.26552)) and to Arizona State by 0.87711
Base Runs. The eight teams to actually participate in
the 2009 NCAA College World Series were LSU, Texas,
Arkansas, Arizona State, Virginia, North Carolina, Cal
State Fullerton, and Southern Mississippi. The final
PING ratings had five of those eight teams in the top
eight. The ISR and NPI ratings had similar results. 

Where did these rankings go wrong? For the PING
ratings, UCLA is a surprising entry at number 15. The
2009 UCLA Bruins finished with a 27–29 record against
Division I teams and failed to make the NCAA baseball
tournament. According to Nolan (2004), UCLA had the
28th most difficult schedule in all of college baseball.
For the NPI ratings, Eastern Illinois (#18) failed to
make the NCAA baseball tournament. The EIU Pan-
thers finished 36–14 against Division I teams; however,
they failed to make the NCAA baseball tournament.
Nolan (2004) had EIU with the 192nd most difficult
schedule in college baseball. Losing in the Ohio Valley
Conference tournament was the reason why they did
not make the cut. Eastern Illinois finished 49th in the
PING ratings. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
The combination of Base Runs and least squares meth-
ods can be used to properly rate college baseball

YATES: The PING Ratings

111

Figure 4: Residual Plots for the PING Ratings Model—Adjusted for Blowouts
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Figure 5: Predicted Outcomes of 2009 NCAA Baseball Regionals and Super Regionals: PING Ratings

Figure 6: Predicted Outcomes of 2009 NCAA Baseball College World Series: PING Ratings



teams. However, there is plenty of room for improve-
ment for the PING ratings. The calculation of Base
Runs presented by Tango (2008) is best used for Major
League Baseball. With proper play-by-play data from
college baseball, perhaps the coefficients used to cal-
culate A, B, C, and D can more accurately reflect what
is going on in NCAA Baseball. Unfortunately, this play-
by-play data is not easy to track down like it is for
Major League Baseball. Other possible future work
could be the incorporation of a measure for the streak-
iness of a team, i.e. how is the team playing over their
last 10 games. LSU came into the tournament playing
very well. They finished their season by winning 15 of
their last 17 games. Being able to account for the
streaks may have meant the difference of LSU finish-
ing third and finishing first in the PING ratings. Some
may argue that a flaw in the PING ratings is the failure
to account for pitching; however, it should be noticed
that the other methods (ISR and RPI) only look at win-
ning percentages and strength of schedule. Again, it is
kind of a secret as to how NPI is calculated. None of
those three methods (ISR, NPI, RPI) are used to predict
outcomes. �
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INTRODUCTION
One of the most appealing reasons for talent research
in sport is the hope that future talent can be predicted
in “key transferable skills.”1 Previous talent research
has used a variety of measures to select talent but typ-
ically focus on only a small portion of physical skills or
attributes (height, weight, strength, and speed). Some
research has included skill-specific tests (slalom drib-
bling in handball, serving in volleyball) but the area of
talent research has not investigated the dynamic na-
ture of talent in sport. This neglect leads to several
problems (see Abbott et al., 2005, for a review). In this
paper we will enumerate five basic problems with tal-
ent research as it is often conducted, introduce the
Dynamical Systems model to eliminate these prob-
lems, and then apply this model to predicting whether
athletes in our study were selected for their leagues’
All-Star teams.

HOW IS TALENT RESEARCH USED?
Talent research studies typically test discrete physical
measures such as upper body strength, vertical jump,
linear speed, and the cardiovascular endurance of ath-
letes in an attempt to predict future performance. Early
identification would provide young athletes with the
several years needed for developmental training to be-
come elite-level performers.2 In baseball, specific talent
research studies have indicated that vertical jump,3

vertical jump and medicine ball throw,4 and Profile of
Mood States (POMS)5 are the best predictors of base-
ball performance. But talent research can be a
confusing area and perhaps this is why it has sparked
controversy. 

PROBLEMS IN TALENT RESEARCH
One problem with talent-related research is a wide

range of developmental levels in participant groups,
making results difficult to compare or correlate. An-
other is the intent of how the information is used,
which skews the directions of research and can color
the reporting of the results. Three baseball related
studies in the field studied college-level (Friend & Le-
Unes, 1990), professional (Grove, 2001), and high
school and Little League baseball players (Watkins,
Garcia, & Turek, 1994).6 All three articles attempted to

identify measures of physiological, perceptual, and
psychological variables without the goal of eliminat-
ing individuals from future participation. The goal here
was to identify variables that can be improved
throughout the developmental process rather than be
used to exclude individuals from participation.

DYNAMICAL SYSTEMS MODEL
Abbott et al. (2005) reviewed five reasons why identi-
fying and eliminating potential athletes based solely
on physiological measures (i.e. organismic constraints)
is questionable. The first reason is that it is too difficult
to measure the value of a physiological variable at an
immature point in time and expect that variable to re-
main constant and unchanged throughout an
individual’s development.7, 8, 9 For example, height is
advantageous in several sporting domains (basketball,
volleyball, football, and baseball). Abbott and Collins
(2002) report significant variability in height between
boys and girls aged 11–12. There are many matura-
tional changes that take place from age 11–12 through
the next few years. The previous talent research con-
ducted on baseball does not take into account
individual variability, nor did it include a baseball-spe-
cific test for the skill of batting.

The second problem is that performance is con-
strained by several factors that are not all genetically
determined (Abbott et al., 2005). The theoretical
framework known as the dynamical systems perspec-
tive10 suggests that skill acquisition arises from an
interaction between constraints within the organism,
in the environment, and in the task.11 An individual
will have to go through periods of instability in order
to reach a more stable pattern of movement or per-
ception. This is the key tenet of dynamical systems
and also appears to be a major flaw in past talent re-
search studies. Several studies measured a limited
array of physiological factors that may play a role in
the performance of the skill being tested; however,
these studies only tested a limited spectrum of what
actually enhances skill acquisition and success in
sports.12, 13 Summers (2005) mentioned principles that
cover metabolic, neural, biomechanical, and psycho-
logical processes. For example, if an athlete lacks
motivation to practice and improve in a particular
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sport (a psychological variable), then he/she is highly
unlikely to improve even if they are extremely talented
physiologically.

The third problem associated with talent research
according to Abbott et al. (2005) and Morris14 is that
discrete performance indicators are poor predictors of
talent. Fleishman and Mumford as well as various
other studies conducted by Fleishman and colleagues
consistently showed particular abilities related to skill
acquisition change as an individual continued to prac-
tice during development.15, 16 As previously stated,
variations in development result from interaction be-
tween the environment, the task, and personal
(organismic) constraints (Newell, 1986). Of particular
interest to this research, and a factor that seems to be
missing in previous studies, are psychological vari-
ables (organismic constraints) such as motivation.
Thelen and Ulrich (1991) noted certain behaviors do
not emerge to support other processes (physiological
and perceptual abilities) until they are ready to
emerge.17 If rate limiters such as lack of motivation or
muscular strength are present, then identifying talent
for immediate or future development will be difficult
if not impossible.18

According to Davids, Lees, and Burwitz19 and Hel-
son, Hodges, van Winckel, and Starkes,20 the talent
selection criteria used are often unstable during de-
velopmental transitions in an athlete’s career. This is
the fourth problem in talent research studies. Athletes
learning a new skill (regardless of age) go through
transitions in performance. Based on these transitions,
performance may become unstable (the athlete may
even appear to regress in the skill). Using dynamical
systems terms, this is called a critical fluctuation where
a stable characteristic of performance becomes unsta-
ble in order for it to scale up to a more effective state
(Abbott et al., 2005). Therefore, it would be increas-
ingly difficult for an athlete to be correctly and
accurately identified as talented if the athlete was 
observed during one of these periods of critical fluc-
tuations in development. 

The fifth problem associated with talent research
studies is they typically do not take into account fac-
tors that support successful development towards
acquisition of skill.21 Recruiters and scouts look for in-
dividuals with the capacity to develop into athletes
who will garner significant success later on. However,
many talent research studies (Friend & LeUnes, 1990;
Grove, 2001) measure performance at a particular mo-
ment, rather than skill acquisition potential. The major
limitation with this method of testing is eliminating
potential talent too early. A child’s desire to participate

in a particular sport may be squashed or dissuaded by
negative-seeming test results. For this reason, season-
long statistics for batting average (BA) and on-base
plus slugging percentage (OPS) are preferred for analy-
sis over momentary test results.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
The previous five problems do not paint a flattering
picture but enumerating them does motivate us to de-
sign a study to identify measurable factors which can
enhance the accuracy and predictability of talent re-
search. In this study, we attempt to predict which
athletes should be selected for their league’s All-Star
team by utilizing a Dynamical Systems perspective.
Talent selection is a process which needs to take into
account that successful performance is a result of the
interaction of physical (strength, speed), perceptual
(hitting pitches at different speeds and trajectories),
and psychological factors (self-efficacy). 

METHODOLOGY
Participants
Participants were 68 boys between 11 and 14 years 
of age who played in a recognized organization (i.e.
Little League or Dixie Youth League). One hundred
participants were tested during the study but 32 par-
ticipants had incomplete data sets and were excluded
from the statistical analysis. Approval from the Uni-
versity’s Institution Review Board was obtained prior
to administering the testing protocol. In addition, per-
mission was obtained from league officials (i.e. league
president or appropriate board members). A letter was
sent to parents of children in the league asking them
to volunteer for this study and participants’ parents
signed a consent form in order for children to par-
ticipate. The organizations were located in Central 
Virginia. Each participant was required to be a mem-
ber of an official team within that organization in order
to be eligible for the league’s All-Star team.

A total population sample was better suited to the
research than a selection because to determine if the
measurable factors that differentiate successful versus
unsuccessful performance would predict All-Star se-
lection, then a full range of performance levels was
required. We tested five independent variables: (1)
lower body power potential (organismic constraint),
(2) upper body power potential (organismic con-
straint), (3) 30-yard dash (organismic constraint), (4)
hitting 60 mph fastballs and right- and left-handed
curveballs (task constraint), and (5) level of self-effi-
cacy for hitting a baseball (organismic constraint). We
needed approximately 100 participants in order to 
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reveal major differences between successful and un-
successful performance.22

Procedure, Instrumentation, and Independent Measures
Data collection occurred through participant observa-
tions. No subjectivity was involved in testing any of
the independent variables. Objective tests aimed at dif-
ferentiating between successful and unsuccessful
batting performance were administered, as follows:

Vertical Jump (physical test). Lower body power potential
was measured using a Vertec�stationary vertical jump
tester. A piece of athletic tape was placed on the floor
indicating where the participant’s feet should be
placed and each participant was asked to extend his
jumping arm to provide a standing reach measurement.
Each participant was allowed three opportunities to
jump as high as possible and touch the Vertec. This
device includes colored plastic swivel vanes arranged
in ½" increments attached to a telescopic metal pole
that can be adjusted to the athlete’s standing reach.23

The participant was allowed to bend at the knees and
swing the arms upward to initiate his jump. If the par-
ticipant used a drop step technique (dropping the foot
back then forward to initiate the jump), that jump
would be disqualified and the tester would re-instruct
the participant on the correct form. 

Medicine ball toss (physical test). The side medicine ball toss
has been shown by Ikeda, Kijima, Kawabata, Fuchi-
moto, and Ito to be a more skill-specific movement than
the exercise used in the field tests conducted by Friend
and LeUnes (1990) and Grove (2001).24 It used a 2kg
medicine ball with the participant standing in his bat-
ting position facing perpendicular to the throwing area.
The participant held the medicine ball in both hands
and rotated his body back and then forward (similar to
a swinging motion). During the forward rotation, the
participant released the medicine ball to throw it for
maximum distance.

30-yard dash (physical test). The 30-yard dash time was
conducted in an indoor facility so surface and weather
could be controlled. Timing began when the partici-
pant swung the bat and ended when they touched first
base. Time was recorded using a Cronus Pro Survivor
stopwatch and then recorded for data analysis (Leav-
itt, personal communication, April 12, 2006). Pilot
testing revealed a reliability of .892 which was within
the acceptable statistical parameters. In addition the
test was conducted by the primary researcher for each
participant tested.

Hitting tasks (perceptual). Each participant took fifteen
swings on three types of pitches from a pitching ma-
chine 46 feet away. Each saw five 60mph fastballs, and
five each of 50mph right- and left-handed curveballs A
Jugs II pitching machine was used in order to ensure
each participant received the same treatment. Balls
used were Jugs Sting Free dimpled white batting cage
balls to ensure uniformity of pitches. Each area of the
batting cage had a point value and the total number of
points was calculated for each round. 

Table 1. Scoring for Perceptual Tests
-2 points for a ball that strikes the top of the 

batting cage net (fair)
0 point foul ball or swing and miss
1 point ground ball off  the side of the batting cage (fair)
2 points ground ball off  the back net (fair)
3 points line drive off  the side of the net (fair)
4 points line drive off  the L-screen (fair)
5 points line drive off  the back of the net

Self-efficacy. The fifth and final test was a questionnaire
that assessed the participant’s perceived self-efficacy.
Players’ self-efficacy beliefs can contribute to their suc-
cessful or unsuccessful performance in baseball.
“Perceived self-efficacy is a judgment of capability to
execute given types of performances.”25 Outcome ex-
pectations are judgments about how the individual
performed in the skills being tested. The individual is
likely to derive his outcome expectations from three
different forms that include positive and negative
physical, social, and self-evaluative performance out-
comes.26 This perceived efficacy is critical because it
affects behavior, goals and aspirations, outcome expec-
tations, perceptions of preventing successful outcomes,
and opportunities for success.27, 28 Since self-efficacy is
measuring a perception of how one expects to perform
a given task, the modified self-efficacy questionnaire
was administered after the physical and perceptual
measures were collected. Participants were instructed
to answer the questions based on their previous year
participating in baseball rather than from the tests they
just participated in on a scale of 0–100% confident.
(Sample: 100 percent would correspond to “Overall I
am confident I can perform well when it comes to bat-
ting in baseball.”)29

RESULTS
Statistical Analysis
All variables were inspected for means and standard
deviations. Following that, correlation coefficients
were calculated between independent variables prior
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to the main analysis. Scores on vertical jump (VJ),
medicine ball side throw (MB), home-to-first times
(H1), 60 mph fastballs (60), left-handed curveballs
(LC), right-handed curveballs (RC), and scores from 
a self-efficacy questionnaire (SE) were recorded. Sea-
son-long batting average and on-base plus slugging
percentage (OPS) were recorded and, along with VJ,
MB, H1, 60, LC, RC, and SE, were evaluated using a
stepwise discriminant analysis which includes inde-
pendent variables (predictor variables) and a dependent
variable which is a grouping variable.30 This particular
grouping variable was determined by whether the indi-
viduals made their respective All-Star team.

Performance Characteristics of Participants
Scores were obtained for the seven independent vari-
ables in one testing session by the primary researcher.
Batting averages (BA) and OPS were also collected at
the same time unless the coach needed to calculate or

locate participants’ statistics for those two categories.
Each independent variable was recorded on a data
sheet and later entered for data analysis. Thirty-two
participants had incomplete data (missing OPS and BA)
and were therefore excluded from the final data analy-
sis. Each participant was asked to disclose whether they
made their league’s all-star team. Group statistics are
also shown in Table 2 to provide an example of mean
differences between groups. Table 2 shows there are
differences between groups which suggest that there
are differences between all-stars and non-all-stars in
this study.

Table 3 illustrates a test of equity of group means
which provide evidence as to which variables provide
statistically significant differences between all-stars
and non-all-stars for all independent variables with BA
and OPS producing the best fit at the .05 level. Based
on the significance level, it is unlikely the researcher
mistakenly found differences. A correlation matrix
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Valid N (listwise)
ALL-STAR Mean Std. Deviation. Unweighted Weighted
yes BA .5206 .12863 45 45.000

OPS 1.3477 .32879 45 45.000
MEDBALL 293.2778 62.08348 45 45.000
HOME 3.7438 .41921 45 45.000
FB 3.0444 2.68798 45 45.000
RCB 2.9333 3.07778 45 45.000
LCB 2.7778 2.61889 45 45.000
SE 79.0978 13.23485 45 45.000
VJ 14.3778 2.48440 45 45.000

no BA .3747 .14174 23 23.000
OPS .9022 .20358 23 23.000
MEDBALL 307.2609 61.16313 23 23.000
HOME 3.6509 .45573 23 23.000
FB 1.7391 2.66658 23 23.000
RCB 1.6087 2.27115 23 23.000
LCB 1.2609 2.15781 23 23.000
SE 69.7957 22.45639 23 23.000
VJ 14.5217 3.14599 23 23.000

Table 2. Group Statistics

Table 3. Equity of Group Means
Wilks’

IV Lambda F Sig
Season-long statistics BA*** .783 18.268 .000***

OPS*** .652 35.177 .000***
Physical variables MEDBALL .988 .780 .380

HOME .989 .705 .404
VJ .999 .043 .837

Perceptual variables FB .948 3.608 .062
RCB .952 3.324 .073
LCB*** .920 5.719 .020***

Psychological variable SE*** .935 4.623 .035***
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(Table 4) shows variables selected in the study were
independent from one another. In other words, this
study did not measure the same underlying concept
twice. Table 4 illustrates a correlation matrix. Two 
variables (BA and OPS) had higher levels of multi-
collinearity; however, they did not exceed the .85 level
(meaning these two variables are highly correlated but
they are not measuring the same construct).

Statistical analysis indicated that four independent
variables contributed significantly to the grouping dif-
ferences (BA, OPS, LCB, and SE). 

Accuracy of the Predictions of All-Stars versus Non-All-Stars
Results of the study show 80.9 percent of participants
were correctly classified into the predicted group based 
on the independent variables selected. Significant in-
dependent variables (BA, OPS, LCB, SE) correctly
classified 80.9 percent of the sample population indi-
cating independent variables perform reasonably well.
Table 5 illustrates the accuracy of the prediction. There
was a slight difference in predicting group member-

ship when adjusting for the differences in group size.
Table 6 illustrates that predicting All-Star membership
improved by more than two percent. However, cor-
rectly predicting non-All-Stars decreased slightly.
Discriminant function analysis allows the researcher
to reject the null hypothesis that physical, psycholog-
ical, and perceptual characteristics cannot determine
placement on an All-Star team. It is important to men-
tion that 11–12 year-olds are selected to different
All-Star teams than 13–14 year-olds. Due to this dis-
tinction age was not a consideration in the analysis
because the age groups are selected to different All-
Star teams.

From the data listed above, the following hypothe-
ses cannot be rejected. Discrete physical performance
indicators are a poor determinant of success in batting
in baseball. On the other hand, there is evidence that
perceptual ability in striking a baseball is a useful
grouping variable. In other words, selecting a test that
measures one’s ability to strike a ball at varying speeds
and trajectories can differentiate an All-Star from a

BA OPS MEDBALL HOME FB RCB LCB SE VJ
Correlation BA 1.000 .763 .217 -.184 .062 -.099 .019 .282 .166

OPS .763 1.000 .186 -.231 .021 -.040 .055 .112 .123
MED BALL .217 .186 1.000 -.485 .210 -.062 -.036 .225 .465
HOME -.184 -.231 -.485 1.000 -.386 -.140 .086 -.273 -.427
FB .062 .021 .210 -.386 1.000 .356 .233 .119 .084
RCB -.099 -.040 -.062 -.140 .356 1.000 .293 .010 .150
LCB .019 .055 -.036 .086 .233 .293 1.000 -.043 .027
SE .282 .112 .225 -.273 .119 .010 -.043 1.000 .321
VJ .166 .123 .465 -.427 .084 .150 .027 .321 1.000

Table 4. Pooled Within-Groups Matrices- Correlations Between Variables

Table 5. Classification Resultsa When Not Adjusting for Differences in Group Size
Predicted Group Membership

ALL-STAR Yes No Total
Original Count yes 36 9 45

no 4 19 23
% yes 80.0 20.0 100.0

no 17.4 82.6 100.0
a. 80.9% of original grouped cases correctly classified.

Table 6. Classification Resultsa When Adjusting for Differences in Group Size
Predicted Group Membership

ALL-STAR Yes No Total
Original Count yes 37 8 45

no 7 16 23
% yes 82.2 17.8 100.0

no 30.4 69.6 100.0
a. 77.9% of original grouped cases correctly  classified.



non-All-Star. Finally, based on the population sampled,
self-efficacy can differentiate between individuals that
make their league’s All-Star team and those who do
not based on previous performance accomplishments.
The discriminant function analysis seems better able
to discriminate when a person should belong on the
All-Star team as opposed to those who should not.

DISCUSSION
The present study was designed to examine differences
in end-of-season success in Little League baseball
based on physical, perceptual, and psychological vari-
ables as well as two end-of-season statistics (BA and
OPS). The theoretical basis of this study was Dynam-
ical Systems Theory which helps explain talent
development within a multi-dimensional approach.
Dynamical Systems Theory (Newell, 1986) suggests
skill acquisition arises from an interaction between
constraints within the organism, in the environment,
and in the task (Summers, 2005) but no previous talent
research study appears to exist based on multi-dimen-
sional measures. Results of the present study found
only left-handed curveballs (likely because a majority
of the participants were right-handed), self-efficacy,
and the two end-of-season statistics were significant
at the .05 level. This shows that talent selection in
youth baseball is a multi-dimensional process. Each
league should collect BA and OPS throughout the sea-
son to aid in making objective All-Star selections. This
may appear intuitive to most people but thirty-two par-
ticipants were excluded from data analysis because BA
and OPS were not collected.

Another practical suggestion for coaches would be
to utilize the information provided in this study to de-
termine strengths and weaknesses of players. If a
coach knew what aspects of batting a child struggled
with, the coach could provide remediation for that
child to improve performance. By improving perform-
ance levels, self-efficacy would likely improve as well.
Coaches could also improve self-efficacy beliefs of
players by modifying tasks during practices to facili-
tate more mastery experiences. This change would be
considered a task constraint in the Dynamical Systems
Theory. By modifying the task the coach can facilitate
a successful response. 

CONCLUSIONS
In order to be accurate when selecting an All-Star ros-
ter, certain information should be collected in order for
a league to make an informed and objective decision.
Practicality should be the driving factor when applying
the results of this research to selecting individuals for

inclusion on the All-Star team. It appears critical for
teams to collect information about season-long per-
formance when selecting their All-Star roster. The
collection of this information is not labor-intensive and
would require someone to go through a scorebook at
the end of the game and record information throughout
the course of a season (usually includes about 15–20
games).

Coaches also should realize that despite the fact
that physical variables lacked statistical significance,
it is still important to be fit and strong. Nevertheless,
physical variables should not be a determining factor
when predicting the best baseball players. With that
said, coaches should still provide sound physical train-
ing to their players as a function of making them better
baseball players. The bottom line is that being able to
hit a baseball is more important than having a great
vertical jump (Everett, 1952). That may sound like an
intuitive statement but youth coaches often make All-
Star selections based on information that is not
relevant to baseball performance throughout the sea-
son (32 participants in this study were excluding
because season-long statistics were not collected).

There is still much work to be done when evaluat-
ing talent. The predictive accuracy of a model built
with the Dynamical Systems Theory shows it is use-
ful to examine talent through a multi-dimensional 
approach. However, practitioners need to further scru-
tinize this research to determine if the results are
generalizable for the offensive variables. Researchers
should also expand the testing to include fielding and
pitching variables so as not to exclude that important
aspect of the game when selecting individuals for in-
clusion on an All-Star team in youth baseball. �
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INTRODUCTION
Social network analysis (SNA) is the mathematical ex-
amination of the interactions between individuals
when those individuals intermittently come together
for a common purpose. It is often used to determine
the influential or important people in a large group of
interacting individuals. The term “social network
analysis” is somewhat of a misnomer as the interac-
tions that are tracked are often professional activities.
Mathematically speaking, each individual in the larger
group is called a “node” and the interactions that con-
nect individuals are called “edges.” After collecting
data about the interactions between individuals, one
can use specialized computer software to quantita-
tively define various measures of “connectedness” of
each individual in the larger group. Obviously, a major
league baseball game can be viewed as an activity that
creates links between individual players. Over the
course of a season or over many seasons, a great num-
ber of connections will be made by individuals who
have careers that are long and/or cover many teams.

In a research project we recently completed with a
graduate student, we used social network analysis to
answer the question: does the level of connectivity of
a baseball player correlate to their on-field professional
performance? This question was prompted by our 
curiosity about the impact on performance of connec-
tivity in several other fields as diverse as academic
research1 and financial management.2

The hypothesis for this experiment was this: play-
ers who have played with more other players will have
better on-field performance because they have learned
from those other players and will use that learning to
improve their own abilities. Conversely, players who,
over their careers, have played with fewer other play-
ers would not be exposed to as many of the “tricks of
the trade” and would therefore not perform as well as
their more highly connected fellow players. Also,
more-connected players will have been exposed to a
larger set of coaches and will have learned a wider
range of techniques from those many coaches than
will have less-connected players.

BACKGROUND
In this research project, each player was initially entered

as a node in the network of all professional Major
League Baseball (MLB) players beginning in 1871. A
link between two players was created if those two
players appeared together on the opening day roster
of any professional major league baseball team since
league play began in 1871. This method of defining
“interaction” is certainly not highly robust, as team
rosters change over a season. Also, all links were con-
sidered “undirected,” meaning that any interactions
were between the two players, and not from one player
to another.

However, limitations on most SNA software restrict
the number of network nodes to approximately 10,000
to 20,000 and the number of network interactions to
the low millions. Optimally, indication of a network
link could be much more precise, for example, being
created every time two players took the field together.
This type of interaction measure, however, would re-
sult in a network with billions of connections and no
easily accessible SNA software available today would
be able to analyze such a large network. Due to our
software’s network size limitation and the generally
greater current interest in players of the more recent
past, we limited our data collection for this study to
players who played between 1979 and 2004.

MEASURES OF NETWORK “CONNECTEDNESS”
To determine if there is a correlation between MLB
player connectedness and on-field performance, we
needed to choose measures of network connectedness
and performance. There are several calculations that
result in varying measures of network connectedness,
and we extracted four of the most common measures:
degree centrality, betweenness centrality, closeness
centrality, and eigenvector centrality. Meanwhile, we
selected four offensive performance measures: batting
average, home runs, total runs batted in, and slugging
percentage. We also measured defensive performance
with fielding percentage. Explanations of network con-
nectedness measures follow; due to the wide baseball
knowledge of the readers of the Baseball Research 
Journal, no explanations of the on-field performance
measures are described.

Degree centrality is the simplest measure of net-
work connectedness, and refers to the total number of
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connections for a particular node. A player with more
connections simply has more total connections to
other players. This would occur if a player appeared
on the opening day roster of many different teams with
many different players over many years. Such a player
therefore would have direct connections to many other
players because they both: 1) moved around to play
on many different teams, and 2) had a long career.
Players who either had short careers or had long 
careers on one (or a small number of) teams would
not have as high a value of degree centrality.

Betweenness centrality indicates the level at which
a player lies on paths that connect other players. A
player with a high betweenness centrality value can
be thought of as being positioned between many other
highly connected players. If there were a “flow” of
something within the network of all players, those
with high betweenness centrality would be seen to
have a great influence on that flow. One more way to
think of this measure is that players with high 
betweenness centrality lie on many “shortest paths”
through the network. (The shortest path between 
two nodes is the path that passes from one node to 
another, but “goes through” the fewest number of
other nodes.)

Closeness centrality refers to the “distance” be-
tween two nodes in a network. In this case, “distance”
means how many connections are required to move
through the network from one node to another node,
using the shortest path between the two nodes. In this
research project, a player who has a low “closeness
centrality” relative to other players is one that can, on
average, “reach” all other players using a smaller num-
ber of connections. Such a player can be considered
“more highly connected” in that he has more close
connections to other players. This would come about
because such a highly connected player is connected
to many other highly connected players, thus reduc-
ing the number of connections they need to “reach”
other players.

Eigenvector centrality is a measure of the “impor-
tance” of a node in the network. Players with high
eigenvector centrality are those players who are close
(in the network) to other important players. One way
to think of this measure is that a player who has many
connections to other lowly-connected players will have
a lower eigenvector centrality than a player who has
the same number of connections but whose connec-
tions are to more highly connected players. This
concept is very similar to the process used by the
Google search engine in ranking websites: if your 
website has many connections to other very popular

websites, yours will have a higher eigenvector cen-
trality than a website that has the same number of
connections but whose connections are to websites
that are not popular.

DATA COLLECTION
The process for our analysis began with the task of ex-
tracting opening day rosters for every MLB team from
1979 to 2004 from our original dataset. We entered
each player as a node in our network and used open-
ing day team roster information to indicate links
between players. That is, two players were considered
to be “connected” if they both appeared on the open-
ing day roster of the same team for some particular
year. However, our data source had numerous unde-
sired characteristics that required some processing
(data cleansing) prior to our being able to perform any
network connectedness calculations.

During this “data cleansing” process, we removed
duplicate associations that arose when the same two
players appeared on open day rosters for several teams
for more than one year. These multiple duplicate as-
sociations were counted as only one single association.
Some social network analyses will keep these multi-
ple connections and use them to place on that
particular link a measure of “strength”; we chose not
do this in our analysis. We also removed “self-associ-
ations” that appeared in our data entry process.
Self-associations appeared as links in our network that
were created because each player had an interaction
with himself on every roster of every year. These in-
teractions were spurious and needed to be removed as
they would incorrectly alter the calculation of player
connectedness. Finally, we had to manually inspect
the data for different individual players who had the
same first and last names and uniquely identify each
of those “duplicate” but different players.

The resulting datafiles consisted of: 1) a list con-
taining every individual professional baseball player
(who appeared on any Opening Day roster of a major
league team from 1979 through 2004), and 2) a set of
records containing pairs of connected players in the
format (playerA, playerB). We stored our connection
data in this “edgelist” format as it is a standard form
for entering data into SNA software.

DATA ANALYSIS
We used the free social network analysis software
NodeXL3 (a Microsoft Excel plug-in) to perform our
network “connectedness” calculations. The first step
in our data analysis was to determine the level of con-
nectedness of each of the professional baseball players.

The Baseball Research Journal, October, 2011

122



As described above, there are several different calcu-
lations that result in different measures of network
connectedness. NodeXL calculates all of the types of
centrality measures described above.

The next step in the data analysis process was to
calculate the correlation between a player’s connect-
edness and their performance. We used the “Pearson
product-moment correlation”—named “r”—to meas-
ure the correlation between player connectedness and
player performance. This statistic refers to the linear
dependence between two sets of values. A perfect pos-
itive correlation has a value of 1.00 and means that
there is a perfect positive linear relationship between
the two sets of values. A perfect negative correlation
has a value of -1.00 and means that there is a perfect
negative linear relationship between the two sets of
values. As an example from this experiment, a perfect
positive correlation between connectedness and home
runs would mean that the list of players ordered by de-
creasing connectedness value would be in the same
exact order as the list of players ordered by decreasing
number of home runs. A perfect negative correlation
for the same situation would mean that the list of play-
ers ordered by decreasing connectedness value would
be in the same order as the list of players ordered by
increasing number of home runs.

There are several ways to input data values to cal-
culate the correlation between player connectedness
and player performance. One way is to compare every
player’s connectedness values to their performance
values. This is an exhaustive comparison as it uses in
the correlation calculation every possible element
(player) in the data set. However, while we had net-
work connectedness values for every professional MLB
player from 1979 through 2004, we had no perform-
ance values at all and no way to associate each player
in our “connectedness” dataset with their counterpart
in some “performance” dataset. We decided that for
this initial experiment, it would be too time-consum-
ing to gather performance values for every player and
enter them into our dataset. Instead, we chose to use
a sampling process to calculate the correlation be-
tween connectedness and performance.

The first step in this sampling process was to ran-
domly select 50 non-pitching players and manually
collect their performance measures. We chose to not
include pitchers in our correlation calculation because
it is generally considered that a pitcher’s primary value
lies in their defensive performance (e.g., preventing
runs from being scored) rather than in their offensive
performance (e.g., hitting home runs or driving in
runs). Also, in the American League, pitchers have

mostly incomplete offensive performance values as
they do not bat against other AL teams. Therefore, we
collected on-field performance values only for those
randomly-selected 50 non-pitching players.

We then calculated the correlation between each of
the four measures of connectedness and each of the
performance measures for this set of 50 players. To en-
sure that we had not obtained anomalous results, we
performed this step in the data analysis process again.
That is, we randomly selected another set of 50 
non-pitching players and calculated the correlation 
between their connectedness values and their per-
formance values. We then compared the correlation
results from these two sets of calculations. The average
difference between pairs of values across the two ta-
bles is 0.03; the variance between pairs of values in
the two tables is 0.023.  While the individual r values
varied somewhat, the average difference and variance
suggest that the two tables are not widely divergent.

RESULTS
Our original network of all professional baseball 
players consisted of 15,506 unique individuals who ap-
peared on opening day rosters after professional league
play began in 1871. Counting as a connection each pair
of player names who appeared together on any roster
resulted in a total number of connections between all
players of 1,965,620.

Our “reduced” dataset of players from 1979 through
2004 resulted in a total number of 5,062 players and
390,327 connections between those players. The re-
sults discussed in this section refer only to calculations
performed on this reduced dataset.

In each table, BA refers to batting average, HR
refers to home runs, RBI refers to runs batted in, SLG
refers to slugging percentage, and FPCT refers to field-
ing percentage. Table 1 shows the correlation values
between our network connectedness values and on-
field performance values from our first set of 50
randomly chosen players. Table 2 shows the same set
of correlation results for the second set of 50 ran-
domly-chosen players. Since there was relatively little
difference between these two sets of correlation val-
ues, validating our method of sampling, we then
combined the two 50-player datasets into one 
100-player dataset and performed the correlation cal-
culation again on this combined dataset. Table 3
shows the correlation results from that 100-player
dataset.

Figure 1 (below) shows a graph of correlation r
values versus connectivity measures for the combined
100-player dataset. Each of the 5 on-field performance
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measures (BA, HR, RBI, SLG, and FPCT) is displayed.
Since there is no graphical relationship between 
connectivity measures, no lines connecting one con-
nectivity measure to the next are shown for any of the
on-field performance measures. Also, to aid in deter-
mining more precise values of r, the y-axis is only
displayed with a range from 0.00 to +0.50 even
though correlation r values can range from -1.00 to
+1.00.

CONCLUSIONS
Tables 1–3 show that there are indeed positive corre-
lations between player connectedness and on-field
performance. However, conclusions drawn and dis-
cussed in this section refer only to the results shown
in the combined 100-player dataset. 

Note, however, that there are some subtle points
that limit broad conclusions that can be drawn from
our results. Most importantly, it is obvious that re-
gardless of which measure of connectedness is viewed,
the only correlations between connectedness and per-
formance are to offensive performance measures. That
is, correlations between offensive performance and
any measure of connectedness are all greater than .20;
13 out of 16 are greater than .30 and 5 out of 16 are
greater than .40. Conversely, the highest correlation
between defensive performance and any measure of
connectedness is .07.

The conclusion we drew from this result is that all
players face the same situation when in their offensive
position standing at bat at home plate. The outfield

Figure 1. Correlation r Value with Connectivity Measure (combined 100-player dataset)

Table 1. Correlation between connectedness and performance: 
50-player dataset #1

Degree Betweenness Closeness Eigenvector Average
BA 0.27 0.21 0.31 0.23 0.26
HR 0.58 0.58 0.53 0.51 0.55
RBI 0.50 0.51 0.47 0.40 0.47
SLG 0.38 0.30 0.35 0.36 0.35
FPCT -0.04 0.00 -0.06 -0.02 -0.03

Table 2. Correlation between connectedness and performance: 
50-player dataset #2

Degree Betweenness Closeness Eigenvector Average
BA 0.31 0.20 0.38 0.29 0.29
HR 0.35 0.41 0.18 0.28 0.31
RBI 0.43 0.48 0.26 0.34 0.38
SLG 0.35 0.23 0.39 0.33 0.32
FPCT 0.13 0.05 0.22 0.13 0.13

Table 3. Correlation between connectedness and performance:
combined 100-player dataset

Degree Betweenness Closeness Eigenvector Average
BA 0.30 0.20 0.34 0.26 0.27
HR 0.48 0.46 0.39 0.42 0.43
RBI 0.47 0.47 0.38 0.38 0.43
SLG 0.37 0.25 0.37 0.35 0.33
FPCT 0.04 0.03 0.07 0.05 0.05
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fences are the same height and distance away for all
players, foul territory is the same size and shape for
all players, the pitcher is standing the same distance
away for all players, and so forth. Conversely, when
in their defensive position, each player stands in a dif-
ferent location, has differing views of the batter, and
gets different amounts of time to reach a ball that is hit
to them. For example, outfielders have more time to
react to a hit ball than infielders and must be able to
run greater distances to perform their defensive duties.
Catchers are not expected to run much at all, but must
be able to quickly throw to other bases, sometimes
from their knees. First basemen are not expected to
have to run as much as other infielders but must be
quite adept at catching balls that sometimes arrive in
the dirt while keeping at least one foot on first base.
Therefore, the skills required for high offensive per-
formance are shared by every player, while the skills
required for high defensive performance are often
quite specific to the position an individual plays. 
This means that, as a player becomes more highly 
connected, he can learn offensive performance im-
provements from any player. However, players can
learn defensive performance improvements essentially
only from another player who shares the same position.
The ultimate result of this situation is that more highly
connected players can significantly improve their 
offensive performance by making new connections in
their network but they cannot improve their defensive
performance at the same rate. Ergo, connectivity
should (and does) have a much higher correlation to
offensive performance than to defensive performance.
Defensive performance should not be affected much
by more connections in the network. Since correlation
values can range from -1.00 to 1.00 and no correlation
at all is indicated by a value of 0.00, the data support
the conclusion that offensive performance is positively
correlated to connectivity whereas defensive perform-
ance (at least as measured by fielding percentage) is
not correlated to connectivity either positively or 
negatively. This is suggested by every connectivity:
performance value being positive for offensive per-
formance measures while all connectivity:performance
values range in relatively small values around 0.00 (no
correlation) for defensive performance.4

A second but less relevant subtlety in the results is
that some measures of connectedness are more highly
correlated to performance than are other measures of
connectedness. For example, home runs and runs bat-
ted in are relatively more highly correlated than are
slugging percentage and batting average. That is, both
home runs and runs batted in have correlation r values

of 0.43 while batting average and slugging percentage
have correlation r values of 0.27 and 0.33. This sug-
gests that, as a player’s connectivity increases, their
offensive performance improves more in hitting home
runs and driving in runs.

Note, however, that the dominant effect of connec-
tivity is on offensive performance, not defensive
performance. Specifically, the data show that there is
not nearly as much difference within the various meas-
ures of connectedness correlations (average values
between .27 and .43) for offensive performance as
there is between offensive and defensive performance
correlations (average of all offensive performance cor-
relation values of .37 versus defensive performance
correlation value of .05).

In conclusion, there is obviously a correlation be-
tween the total number of other players a major league
player shared a roster with over time and his offensive
performance. This result is shown by the data in all
three tables; more highly connected players have bet-
ter on-field offensive performance measures regardless
of the measure of connectivity used.

Also, connectivity appears to have no correlation
with our on-field defensive performance measure. This
could be explained by the difference in the offensive
and defensive situations that each player faces when
on the field, and how those different situations affect
a player’s ability to improve their own performance
when learning from their peers.

LIMITATIONS
Some limitations to this research project prevent broad
conclusions from being drawn from the results. First,
“opening day roster” is a simplistic foundation to use
for calculating connectedness, as players can and do
change teams during a season. Second, simply ap-
pearing together on the roster does not mean that
players actually “interacted” with each other. While
they appear on the roster purely by circumstance, they
may never really interact with each other. Third, “con-
nection” data were entered as binary values and not
continuous values. This means that two players who
appeared on any opening day roster were considered
connected regardless of whether they appeared on one
opening roster or many opening day rosters. Making a
distinction between these two possibilities is referred
to as measuring interaction “strength” and would
show that players who had several interactions were
“more tightly” connected than players who had only
one interaction. Fourth, using a sampling method for
comparison of connectivity to performance introduces
the possibility of statistical inaccuracies that would be
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removed by comparing these values for every possible
player.  As this is our first attempt at this analysis, we
chose the more expedient sampling method as a
“proof-of-principle” approach.  Since this initial and
simple experiment has indeed shown correlations be-
tween connectivity and performance, it appears
appropriate to use an exhaustive sampling process to
more precisely refine our correlation r values.

FUTURE RESEARCH
The next step in the research direction is to collect more
precise data about player interaction. One way to do
this would be to collect data about which players actu-
ally took the field together for every game played. An
even more precise process would gather data about
which players took the field in each inning of each
game. At some point, however, it is unlikely that more
precision in this data collection process would improve
results. That is, it is unlikely that a player would be able
to improve their performance much more by having
played one more inning with a particular set of players.
Another step in the future of this research would be to
calculate correlation between a player’s performance
and the various different coaches for whom they 
played. One could also extend this research direction to 
determining the correlation between a player’s con-
nectedness and their team’s performance. Finally, the

“Holy Grail” of this research direction would be to cal-
culate the correlation between a player’s connectedness
and their performance over time. If such a correlation
were found, it would then be possible to predict the fu-
ture performance of a player based on their current level
of connectedness. This knowledge would be of incred-
ible value to those in management trying to select
players. �
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Corrections
From The National Pastime, Summer 2011: Endless Summer.

On page 38, Coach Rod Dedeaux is credited with 11 College World Series Championships rather than 10.
On page 110, PCL Commissioner Allen T. Baum is called Allen T. Burns.


