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INTRODUCTION

Ghosts and Numbers

Several news outlets carried a story about a 68-year-old Cubs fan, who drove 650 miles from his home in Fuquay-Varina, North Carolina to Greenwood, Indiana in early November 2016 with a portable radio and a lawn chair to listen to Game 7 of the 2016 World Series at his father’s graveside.1 He was honoring a promise he made to his dying 53-year old father in 1980 more than 35 years earlier. It was a chilly and rainy night, and the game didn’t end until after 1:00 AM, but still he stayed to the very end and was rewarded when the Cubs won and finally ended their 108-year “curse.” Such devotion to a sports team transferred from one generation to the next and extending even beyond the grave is most easily imagined in baseball.

To fully appreciate how big a deal this was, you must understand that to be a Cub fan over the course of the preceding 108 years was to be trapped in endless futility.2 In most years, it has been clear by June that the Cubs had no chance. But even those rare good Cubs teams had a knack for inventing new ways to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory. It was like being trapped as Charlie Brown in an endless Peanuts cartoon, each year believing that this time Lucy will finally let you kick the football, only to have her snatch the ball away at the last moment yet again, leaving you on your back with stars circling around your head. For example:


— In Game 6 of the 2003 NLCS, with the Cubs leading 3-0 and five outs away from the NL pennant, the infamous Steve Bartman play followed by a blown double play grounder kicked off a decisive eight-run inning.

— The 1984 Cubs, who jumped out a 2-0 NLCS lead over the Padres in Wrigley Field, but could not win even one game in San Diego to clinch the series. A key error by Cubs 1B Leon Durham helped decide the clincher.

— The 1969 Cubs, fielding five future Hall-of-Famers, built a nine-game lead over the Mets through August 16, then collapsed while the Mets blew right by them, denying Ernie Banks his best chance to reach the World Series.

— The seven-game loss to the Tigers in the 1945 World Series, where they incurred the “Curse of the Billy Goat.”

— Babe Ruth’s famous called home run in the 1932 World Series at Wrigley Field – a four-game wipeout by the Yankees.

— With the Cubs leading 8-0 in the seventh inning and on the verge of tying the 1929 World Series 2-2, a routine Mule Haas fly ball that Cub CF Hack Wilson lost in the sun triggered a decisive 10-run inning,



Indeed, one had to go back to the ragtime days of Three-Finger Mordecai Brown and Tinker to Evers to Chance and then even further back to the Cap Anson-led White Stockings teams of the 19th century to find a happy ending. The backstory of the Cubs’ World Series opponent in 2016, the Cleveland Indians, was barely less bleak, with the second longest streak of 68 years since their last World Series victory in 1948, led by 30-year-old MVP SS-Manager Lou Boudreau. Three Indians teams had reached the World Series since then, but all had lost.

In truth, all 30 major league teams have a narrative in which ghosts and shadows of past events mingle with the present and color the imaginations and attitudes of baseball fans. The haughty and coldly dominant Yankees and their foil, the perennial underdog Red Sox, the Dodgers, who went from Bums to heroes when they paved the way for integration, but then became the Yankees West in Los Angeles, are three examples. Individual players also come with backstories. A baseball fan cannot watch Maris or Aaron or McGwire or Sosa or Bonds pursue home run records without conjuring the image of Babe Ruth. Similarly, the quests of Carew, Brett, Boggs, and Gwynn to hit .400 are inseparable from the legacy of Ted Williams. Every player who compiles a 30-game hitting streak is chasing DiMaggio. Stolen base kings Maury Wills, Lou Brock, and Rickey Henderson were chasing the ghost of Ty Cobb, as was Pete Rose when he broke Cobb’s all-time hit record. Cal Ripken was chasing Lou Gehrig when he complied his iron man streak. When a new superstar like Mike Trout comes along, he is hailed as the next Mickey Mantle, who in turn was once the next Joe DiMaggio. Every year players pursue awards named after Cy Young, Mariano Rivera, Edgar Martinez, and other hallowed icons of the game.

I could go on, but you get the point. Every baseball franchise has its collection of stars and memorable players and teams, and its stories of victories against all odds and bitter heartbreaking defeats. Every new star competes not only with his peers but with the shadows of past stars. In baseball, more than any other sport, these personalities, these stories bring emotional texture and resonance to a fan’s experience of the game, beyond the context of how compelling the game one is watching on a given day or its impact on the pennant race that season might be. A baseball fan who is ignorant of or impervious to these stories of shadows and ghosts is like someone who listens to “Over the Rainbow” pecked out note by note on a toy piano but has never heard Judy Garland sing it. It may be the same tune, but without the loneliness and longing and memories of when you first saw The Wizard of Oz, there is no emotional resonance, nothing that would make you drive 650 miles to listen to a game in a cold and rainy cemetery rather than stay home and watch it on TV.

The other aspect of baseball that is unique in American sports is its intense preoccupation with and reverence for numbers. While fans of other sports seem to care mainly about the game at hand, we baseball fans are obsessed with which players are the best and argue passionately about who belongs on the All-Star team, who deserves the postseason awards, and who belongs in the Hall of Fame. And we back up our opinions with all sorts of statistics. Indeed, ghosts and numbers are the yin and yang of baseball. Stories populated with ghosts and shadows of the past are what fire our imagination and take it beyond a contest between two teams of contemporary players, and the numbers and statistics give shape and substance to these shadows and make them as real and palpable as the players on the field.

Statistics are the scaffolding on which we hang our stories, and no sport has more statistics than baseball. We have simple counts like home runs, wins, strikeouts, and errors, averages like batting average, ERA and WHIP, complex derived statistics like WAR and Win Probability Added (WPA), that can only be generated by computers from complex databases, and new technical stats like exit velocity, launch angle, and spin rate that break the game down to its elements, and require high-tech equipment even to measure.

Perhaps our obsession with numbers comes from the fact that baseball is a game of serial one-on-one encounters of pitcher versus batter. The batter is alone when he hits a home run and alone when he strikes out. When a batted ball comes toward a fielder, he either catches it or he doesn’t, and if he does catch it, he either throws accurately or he doesn’t. These events happen consecutively rather than simultaneously, and each is clearly visible to even the neophyte fan. More importantly, they can be counted and manipulated into meaningful statistics. At the opposite extreme, football is a series of 11-on-11 match-ups in which it is hard to dissect the contributions of individual players. If a pass is completed, does the credit go to the quarterback, the receiver, to another potential receiver who decoyed the defense, someone who threw a key block, poor coverage by the defense, or brilliant play calling by the coach? Individual statistics can’t fully capture what is going on.

Baseball fans’ reverence for statistics is nowhere more evident than in our debates about who belongs in the Hall of Fame (HOF). Back in the 1950s, kids on the New York sandlots would endlessly debate the greatness of the three iconic players who brilliantly patrolled center field for the Giants, Yankees, and Dodger and are immortalized in song: Willie, Mickey, and the Duke.3 Seasonal metrics like a .300 batting average, 60 home runs, 20 wins, and career milestones like 714 home runs, 300 wins, and 3000 hits need no further elaboration to baseball fans. So, of course, fans were outraged when the onset of performance-enhancing steroid usage in the late 1990s trivialized the longtime home run milestones.

To a lesser extent, fans were also discomfited by the more gradual change in pitcher usage, which really began in organized baseball’s earliest days in the 1870s, when a team’s ace pitcher typically pitched and earned decisions in most of his team’s games, so that a pitching win was really an individual accomplishment, not just crediting the guy who happened to be in the game when the winning run scored.

Although baseball was popular before the Civil War and its origins can be traced back to colonial times, our story begins when the first organized professional league, the National Association (NA), was established in 1871.4,5 The NA (1871-75) which debuted on May 4, 1871 in Fort Wayne, IN with a 2-0 victory for the home team Kekiongas over the visiting Cleveland Forest Cities. was actually a loose alliance of player-run clubs playing short and variable schedules, a far cry from the enduring configuration of teams we have today.,6.7 A total of 25 teams played in the NA over its five-year duration but never more than 13 (or fewer than eight) in any year.

In the chapters that follow, I will tell the story of how MLB has evolved from these humble beginnings as a small-time provincial enterprise, played by white men in a collection of northeastern cities and towns, to a multi-billion dollar international game played by diverse races and nationalities, and I will rank and describe its top players at each stage of this evolution.


CHAPTER 1

BASEBALL ACROSS THE AGES

My objective in Baseball Generations is to identify, compare, and contrast the greatest stars of major league baseball (MLB) across its 150 years (1871-2020) of existence. To do so, I introduce a metric called Career Value Index (CVI), which is derived from Wins Above Replacement (WAR). I will define and explain CVI in chapter 2.

To appreciate and measure the all-time greats across the generations, one must appreciate that the modern game of baseball did not spring into the world fully formed and eternal like Botticelli’s Venus emerging from the sea foam. Many modern fans may be aware of recent phenomena like the increasing dominance of home runs and strikeouts, the specialization of pitchers, and the steroid years but are unaware of the profound differences between the modern game and the game of our great-great-grandparents and even more the recent game of the first half of the 20th century.

Each of chapters 3 to 9 each begins with an overview of the state of the game in each of seven distinct historical eras – generations, if you will – and describes the greatest players of that generation as determined by CVI. Then, in Chapters 10, I integrate the player evaluations from chapters 3 through 9, to rank the all-time greats, and relate these rankings to the Hall of Fame. A critical historical review of the Hall of Fame follows in Chapter 11. I have also included two appendices – one containing tables and graphs of historical time trends over 150 years of baseball history and another providing illustrations of the calculation of CVI.

The statistical data in Baseball Generations are taken from Baseball-Reference. com and are complete and accurate through the 2020 season, including the 2020 postseason results.1 (Note that almost all the analyses performed in this book predated the incorporation of Negro Leagues statistics into the Baseball-Reference database in spring 2021. Thus, the term “MLB” in this book and the statistics I have cited refer to the white or integrated major leagues, not the Negro Leagues. I have also used Baseball-Reference’s Stathead tool liberally to count players with WAR above a specific threshold and to identify players with similar career WAR.2 Note that Baseball-Reference.com occasionally tweaks their historical data and WAR calculations; thus, readers wishing to cite the most up-to-date statistics should go directly to the source. I have drawn heavily (but not exclusively) from the Society of American Baseball Research (SABR) BioProject for my biographical “Beyond the Numbers.”3 Readers looking for detailed biographies are encouraged to turn to these excellent online resources.

Finally, let me stipulate that statistics are and always will be imperfect. Fielding is notoriously difficult to quantify, since the key aspect is what balls fielders can get to and make a play on, rather than how many errors they make on balls they reach. With advancing technology, baseball researchers are increasingly able to measure this aspect of fielding, but retroactive data are unavailable for much of MLB’s history. Even today, we have no good metric to capture the full defensive contribution of catchers, whose hitting stats are diminished because they typically play fewer games than other position players and the physical demands of the position are so heavy.

We also lack a definitive metric for closers, who pitch too few innings to show well in advanced metrics, while the saves statistic rewards usage patterns as much as skill level. The leveraged WAR metric I have devised for calculating CVI is the latest take on an eternal question until something better comes along. We also have no good method to incorporate postseason performance into an overall performance metric. I will come back to some of these questions in subsequent chapters. I don’t pretend to have all the answers, but I hope I can at least advance the conversation.


CHAPTER 2

BEYOND WAR: CAREER VALUE INDEX (CVI)

Some “old school” fans would echo Edwin Starr and say WAR, or “wins above replacement,” are good for “absolutely nothing!”1 Wins above replacement means the number of games a team would win with the player being measured compared with a hypothetical “replacement-level” player.2,3 Although WAR has now become the standard metric used by major league front offices to evaluate players and determine how best to deploy their player acquisition budgets, old school fans prefer the familiar counting stats and simple averages they can find in a box score. But these traditional stats are simply not up to the task of evaluating players meaningfully across eras or rating candidates for the Hall of Fame (HOF). But as Marvin Gaye sang, “WAR is not the answer” – or at least not the full answer.4 I will propose something better in this chapter.

Although baseball statistics have become more sophisticated over time and are used more than ever in evaluation of player performance and greatness, the process for electing players to the HOF remains somewhat subjective and haphazard. Although most voters are conscientious and try to apply rigorous standards, they often rely on a hodgepodge of context-dependent statistics, many of which apply to one kind of player more than another or which mean different things in different ballparks or different eras. In addition, they are asked to consider intangible qualities like leadership and character. This is all well and good when all the indicators all point in the same direction, as for Derek Jeter in 2020. But when these indicators point in differing directions, we are left in a situation resembling the Indian parable of the six blind men examining the different parts of an elephant.5 Each comes to a different conclusion of what an elephant looks like, depending on whether he is examining the trunk, an ear, a tusk, or a leg. No one can quite wrap his mind around the whole animal.

Consider the case of Jack Morris, a fine pitcher who played from 1977-1994, lingered on the BBWAA ballot for 15 years (2000-2014), never attaining the required 75% of votes, and was ultimately elected to the HOF by the Modern Era Veterans Committee in December 2017.6 His supporters pointed to his 254 career wins, his contributions as the ace of three different World Series (WS) Champions, in 1984, 1991, and 1992, including his unforgettable 10-inning Series-clinching 1-0 win in Game 7 of the 1991 WS. They also spoke of him being a “warrior” on the mound. His detractors pointed to his 186 career losses, his unimpressive 3.90 ERA and 1.296 WHIP, and his 3.80 overall postseason ERA. Everyone agreed that Morris was a good and durable pitcher, but was he a Hall of Famer?

While some subjectivity is unavoidable, a comprehensive context-independent yardstick to evaluate a player’s career is needed to advance the discussion. In this chapter I will describe and define a metric that does this — the Career Value Index (CVI). CVI is based on WAR, which is an offshoot of the linear weights construct advanced by Pete Palmer and John Thorn in their seminal 1984 book, Hidden Baseball, in which standard linear regression analysis was used to assign weights to every measurable outcome of a plate appearance based on its contribution to runs scored, the currency of how games are won or lost. 7 The weights vary from park to park and from season to season; a HR does not receive the same weight in Coors Field in 2019 as it did in the Polo Grounds in 1951. The method is a little more complicated for pitchers; at one extreme, one may use earned runs allowed, or at the other, one may use the expected runs allowed based on more fundamental components like walks, hits, extra-base hits, etc.

WAR then compares a player’s runs produced or saved with a conceptual entity called the replacement player – a hypothetical freely available journeyman minor leaguer or bench player who could fill in at that position if the player of interest were removed from the team for whatever reason. The value of a replacement player varies by position and is greatest for DH, LF, and 1B (which have few defensive demands) and smallest for C and SS (where players with the required defensive skills are relatively scarce). WAR incorporates this factor by adding or subtracting a positional adjustment ranging from -15 runs per 1350 innings. for DH to + 9 runs for catchers.8 In addition, WAR for positional players incorporates defensive as well as offensive metrics. The interpretation of WAR is relatively straightforward, with 0 WAR signifying no value above a freely available minor league replacement, 2 WAR signifying a solid everyday player or rotation pitcher, 5 WAR signifying an All-Star candidate, and 8 WAR signifying someone on the short list of the best players in baseball that season. Unlike traditional statistics like AVG, HR, and RBI or even newer statistics like OBP or SLG, the WAR of a position player who played in the time of Ty Cobb may be fairly compared to one who played in the time of Babe Ruth, Willie Mays, Mike Schmidt, or Barry Bonds. The situation for pitchers and for position players before the adoption of the 154-game schedule in the 1890s is more complicated, as we shall see later.

Although you can’t find WAR in a box score, seasonal and career WAR totals are readily available online for every player who ever played in the major leagues and are updated daily for active players during the season. Unfortunately for those who value transparency, many teams and baseball websites (like Baseball-Reference and Fan Graphs) use their own proprietary versions of WAR, deciding which variables to use in the regression model that assigns the weights.9 For example, Baseball-Reference bases pitcher WAR on earned runs, while Fan-Graphs bases it on the more fundamental outcomes of individual batters faced. FanGraphs WAR treats the sequence Out-Out-BB-BB-HR-Out (3 ER) the same as HR-Out-Out-BB-BB-Out (1 ER), while Baseball-Reference WAR views the former sequence as more damaging.

What’s more, the regression models are tweaked periodically and retroactively, so one may suddenly find that the WAR of a player who played 100 years ago has changed slightly, even on the same website. However, the beauty of WAR, whatever the version, is that it translates hitting, pitching, and fielding stats to a common and highly relevant scale – their incremental contribution to team wins by either producing or preventing runs. In this book, I have used Baseball-Reference WAR values through the end of the 2020 season.

WAR is not the only statistic that is useful for comparing players of different generations. In this book, I have also relied on two adjusted rate statistics, OPS+ and ERA+, to compare hitters and pitchers, respectively, across ballparks and eras.10,11 For each of these statistics, 100 is average, and higher is better. But like all rate statistics, OPS+ and ERA+, are not useful for small sample sizes. For example, if I tell you that Pedro Martinez (291 ERA+ in 2000) was nearly three times as stingy in allowing runs as the average MLB pitcher that year, and that his ERA+ was the best of any pitcher except for Tim Keefe in 1880 under very different rules and conditions, that says something important about his peak value. But Dennis Eckersley’s 603 ERA+ in 1990, when he faced only 262 batters, cannot be compared to Pedro, who faced 817 batters.

The Problem With Comparing Pitchers Across Generations

WAR works well for comparing position players across generations because there have always been nine men in the lineup and on the field at any time, and the distribution of PA has not changed significantly since MLB began in 1871, although changes in the length of the schedule have affected the absolute numbers of PA available, especially before 1892 (Figure 2.1). However, the distribution of IP and BF among pitchers has changed dramatically and continuously over 150 years of baseball history (Figure 2.2).
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Hoss Radbourn

The top five SP in the mid-1880s averaged 600 IP per season — about three times the workload of modern pitchers circa 2018-19. The impact on pitching stats was profound. It is as if one compared modern batting statistics to those compiled in an era that featured three-man instead of nine-man batting orders, and where each starting position player was given 2000 PA. For example, when Charles “Old Hoss” Radbourn won a record 60 games (and lost 12) for the Providence Grays (NL) in 1884, he started – and completed – 73 games and pitched 678.2 innings, almost two-thirds of the 1036.1 innings pitched by his team.12 Providence finished 84-28 overall; thus, non-Radbourn pitchers went 24-16.

Radbourn’s 1884 season was no anomaly. The top 23 places on the leaderboard for pitcher wins in a season are occupied exclusively by 19th century pitchers, many of whom are quite obscure. The highest 20th century pitcher on the leaderboard is spitballer Jack Chesbro of the 1904 New York Highlanders (AL), who was in a group of six pitchers tied for 24th place at 41 wins. You must scroll down to Walter Johnson’s 36 wins in 1913 (tied for 50th) to find someone who pitched after 1910, and all the way down to Jim Bagby (1920), Lefty Grove (1931), and Denny McLain (1968), who tied for 107th with 31 wins, to find a pitcher from after 1920.
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Obviously, pitcher wins are nearly useless for comparing pitchers across generations, since a pitcher win today does not mean what it did in 1884 – or even 1968 – when pitchers routinely pitched complete games and really owned their wins and losses. Pitching WAR (WARP) is a better metric than wins, but since it also measures quantity as well as quality, it does not completely fix the problem of changing pitcher usage patterns. Other than Walter Johnson’s 15.1 in 1913 (7th) and 13.2 in 1912 (tied for 17th) and Cy Young’s 12.6 in 1901 (tied for 23rd) the top 25 pitching seasons by WARP all occurred in the 19th century. Dwight Gooden’s 12.2 WARP in 1985 (26th) is the best of the past 100 years. So, should the Hall of Fame be populated predominantly with 19th century pitchers?

The Win is not the only “classical” statistic that does not mean what it used to mean. The evolution of the “small ball” game of 1871-1919 to the modern “three true outcomes” game has made it impossible to compare HR or SO totals across the decades. Babe Ruth’s 54 HR in 1920 and Rube Waddell’s 349 SO in 1904 are far more remarkable than Alex Rodriguez’s 54 HR in 2007 and Randy Johnson’s 347 SO in 2000. Conversely, George Brett’s .390 AVG in 1980 and Pedro Martinez’s 1.74 ERA in 2000 are far more remarkable than Al Simmons’s .390 AVG in 1931 and Vic Willis’s 1.73 ERA in 1906. While we may not like being forced out of our comfort zone of familiar stats you can find in a box score, relying on these old friends to evaluate players of different generations for the HOF is no longer defensible (if it ever was). Clearly, we need to go beyond our familiar box score statistics and beyond WAR to compare players across generations.

Career Value Index (CVI)

So, if WAR is a comprehensive metric for evaluating players on a common scale across the decades, why go beyond WAR to CVI? While WAR is very good for comparing individual seasons (at least over the past 100 years or so), just summing seasonal WAR values over the course of a player’s career leaves something to be desired as a metric for evaluating players for the HOF. WAR has two major limitations:


• It undervalues players with high but short peaks and overvalues “compilers” with long careers who were never superstars. For example, Don Sutton’s career WAR was 66.7 – far higher than Sandy Koufax’s 48.9. There is nothing wrong with a player like Sutton, who performed at a 2- to 5-WAR level for 23 years, won 324 games, and played in four All-Star games. However, as Bill James has espoused, the Hall of Fame is meant for players who were recognized as among the very best of their time, as evidenced by MVP and Cy Young awards, All-Star selections, league-leading performances in important statistical categories (“black type”), and championships.13 In general, players are elected to the Hall of Fame because their achievements were memorable, not just because they were serviceable for a long time. So we need a metric that gives extra emphasis to the years is which a player was among the best in MLB.

• As explained above, the fact that WAR is a function of usage is very problematic for comparing pitchers across generations. In 1884, three pitchers racked up >600 IP and ten more threw 500-600 IP. The number of IP required to lead MLB fell below 500 after 1892, below 400 after 1908, below 350 from 1946-1970, below 300 after 1980, below 250 after 2011, and below 225 after 2016. Relief pitchers also do poorly in WAR because they pitch so few innings.



To address the first issue, Jay Jaffe devised the Jaffe WAR Score (JAWS), which is the simple average of a player’s career WAR and the total WAR for a player’s seven best seasons.14 Thus, when you compare two Hall of Famers with identical career WAR (67.8), Fred Clarke and Ernie Banks, JAWS gives greater value to the player with the higher seven-year peak – Banks (52.1) versus Clarke (36.1). So, Banks winds up with a 60.0 JAWS versus 52.0 for Clarke. But while JAWS does a better job than plain WAR of differentiating players who were true stars in their prime from “compilers” who were merely pretty good for a long time, what is the rationale for seven years? Babe Ruth had 18 seasons with WAR ≥5, 14 seasons with WAR ≥8, and 11 years with WAR ≥10. Why should seven of Ruth’s fourteen 8-WAR seasons get no extra weight, while three of Don Sutton’s seasons with 4.6, 4.5, 3.5, and 3.5 WARP receive double weight for being among his top seven? In my view, JAWS doesn’t go far enough. JAWS also doesn’t even begin to address the usage issue described above.

For the analysis of baseball’s greatest across the generations that follows, I have developed a new metric called Career Value Index (CVI), which starts with seasonal WAR but introduces several enhancements and adjustments to create a more comprehensive indicator of a player’s career value as it pertains to their qualifications for the HOF. Rather than defining player excellence to an arbitrary number of peak seasons CVI identifies and rewards all seasons above a defined threshold of excellence — typically WAR ≥5.0 — be it three seasons for Sutton or 18 for Ruth. Unlike JAWS, which gives double weight to seasons well below All-Star level if they are among that player’s seven best, CVI gives extra credit only for seasons in which a player is among the best in MLB. Specifically, in seasons for which the “threshold of excellence” is 5 WAR, the player gets a “bonus” of 2*(WAR-5).

Table 2.1: CVI Calculations for Fred Clarke and Ernie Banks
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The calculation of CVI is illustrated for Fred Clarke and Ernie Banks — two players with identical 67.8 career WAR totals — in Table 2.1 and Figure 2.3. In these simple examples, each player receives a “bonus” of 2*(WARH – 5.0) for each season in which WARH >5. In effect, this gives triple weight to the portion of WARH over the 5.0 threshold. Seasons with negative WAR are rounded up to zero and do not count against CVI; this avoids penalizing players (like Banks) who were kept on past their prime for their leadership value or fan appeal. The total for each season is multiplied by a 0.8 scaling factor to put CVI on the same scale as career WAR (something that JAWS does not do), while preserving its rank order. Thus a CVI ≥60, like a career WAR ≥60, is a rough indicator of a player in the HOF conversation. The right columns of the tables show the cumulative CVI after each season of the player’s career. This partition of each player’s WARH into a portion <5.0 (black) and a triple-weighted portion >5.0 (gray) is illustrated graphically in Figure 2.3.
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Ernie Banks

By giving triple weight to WAR in excess of 5.0 in all seasons with WAR >5.0—i.e., six seasons for Banks and three for Clarke – CVI highlights the difference (83.0 versus 58.0) between Banks, the 6-year superstar and two-time MVP of the 1950s, and Clarke, the steady compiler of 1894-1911, far more than JAWS (60.0 versus 52.0). CVI’s elevation of players who achieved elite peak performance levels, albeit over a shorter period, comes closer than JAWS (in my opinion) to distinguishing the great players from the very good. I will use “career WAR trajectory plots” like those in Figure 2.3 throughout this book.
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Fred Clarke

In general, a CVI that far exceeds career WAR signifies a player who dominated for much of his career. For example, Babe Ruth had a CVI of 270.0 and a career WAR of 182.4. Some other players with WAR in the 40-80 range whose CVI exceeded their WAR by at least 10 because their value was concentrated in relatively few seasons are Wilbur Wood (74.7 vs 50.0), Roy Halladay (88.4 vs 64.2), Sandy Koufax (70.2 vs 48.9), Shoeless Joe Jackson (82.5 vs 62.1), Dazzy Vance (77.8 vs 60.1), and Arky Vaughan (93.8 vs 78.0). At the other extreme, Hall of Famer George Kell, who had no 5-WAR seasons, had a 30.2 CVI, exactly 80% of his 37.6 career WAR. Other “compilers” whose CVI fell significantly of their WAR because their value was spread out over a long period with no prominent peaks are Jake Beckley (50.1 vs 61.3), Jack Quinn (48.7 vs 58.6), Tommy John (51.8 vs 61.6), Luis Aparicio (46.4 vs 55.9), Lou Whitaker (66.9 vs 75.1), and Don Sutton (58.7 vs 66.7). In the middle, we find Derek Jeter, whose 71.3 CVI was identical to his career WAR.

Unfortunately, just applying a simple threshold or 5.0 to define the “bonus level” for primary WAR is inadequate to account for fluctuations in the length of the season (Figure 2.1) and the profound changes in pitcher usage (Figure 2.2) over 150 years of MLB history. CVI addresses this by varying this threshold to reflect the length of the season (for position players) or the average of the top 5 IP totals (for pitchers) during a particular era (Table 2.2).

Table 2.2: Thresholds for WAR “Bonus” – 1871-2020
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The threshold of 5.0 is used for hitters in most seasons after 1891, except for those truncated by labor stoppages (1981, 1994) and pandemics (1918, 2020). However, while the threshold for pitchers was 5.0 in 48 seasons, it was as high as 11.0 in 1883-1884 and as low as 4.0 in 2012-2019 (not counting truncated seasons). In effect, changing the threshold in this fashion puts all pitching seasons on a more or less equal footing without taking WAR away from any pitcher. For example, when Tim Keefe accrued 19.9 WARP in 619 IP (9.9 over the threshold of 10.0) in 1883, he earned 0.8*(10+3*9.9) = 37.6 in CVI. This is identical to the CVI accrued by Lefty Grove in 1931-32 when he accrued a combined 19.9 WARP (10.4+9.5) in a combined 590.3 IP and the bonus threshhold was 5.0. Thus, in effect, CVI counts one 20-WAR-600-IP Tim Keefe season as equivalent to two 10-WAR-300-IP Lefty Grove seasons, which seems fair.

CVI also incorporates the following additional tweaks for catchers, designated hitters and relief pitchers.


• For players who played at least 75% of their games at catcher (who make fewer plate appearances) or designated hitter (whom WAR penalizes by deducting 15 runs per 1350 innings from their offensive value and by assigning them a negative dWAR even if they make no appearances in the field), I have lowered the threshold to 3.2. Thus, these players receive triple credit for WARH in excess of 3.2. For players, who split times between these and other positions, the theshold becomes 3.8 for players who appear in 50-74% of their games at C or DH and 4.4 for players who appear in 25-49% of their games at C or DH. The default CVI formula (threshold = 5.0) was used for players with <25% of their games at C or DH. As a result, the CVI values for Johnny Bench, Gary Carter, Mike Piazza, Edgar Martinez, Ivan Rodriguez, and Mickey Cochrane all exceed their career WAR by at least 15.

• Relief pitchers, who have become important specialists in today’s game but do not pitch enough to generate high WAR totals, are a special case, since no simple threshold adjustment can level the playing field. For example, even Mariano Rivera has only 56.3 career WAR, which places him only 79th on the all-time list. Over the past 40 years, baseball has relied on a deeply flawed metric – the save – to evaluate relief pitchers.15 The save recognizes only the pitcher who gets the final out of a winning game (even if he gives up a couple of runs along the way) and not the pitcher who gets his team out of a game-deciding late-inning jam to preserve a lead or keep a game within reach. Saves are also unfair to earlier generations of RP, who were often deployed in high leverage situations in the seventh and eighth innings and had fewer save opportunities than recent RP. CVI uses a statistic that I call “leveraged WAR” — the “product of WAR as a relief pitcher and a statistic that Baseball-Reference. com calls game entering Leverage Index (gmLI) — to evaluate pitchers who accrued a significant proportion of their career value in relief. Seasonal values of gmLI may range from 0.4 for RP deployed mainly in ”mop-up” situations to as high as 2.5 for RP who are deployed mainly in the late innings of close games. For pitchers who saw significant activity as both SP and RP within a single season, I have partitioned their WARP into starting WAR and relief WAR by multiplying the proportion of games started or relieved times the seasonal WAR. The starting WAR is treated the same as the WAR for SP. The relief WAR for each season is multiplied by the pitcher’s gmLI. No extra credit is given for values of leveraged WAR over 5.0 in a relief role, and no 0.8 scaling factor is used. This is illustrated for Dennis Eckersley in Appendix 2 (Table A2.8).
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Mariano Rivera

CVI also incorporates a few special adjustments for the following situations:


• Time Missed for Wartime Military Service: Many great players missed several prime years for wartime military service, particularly in World War II. I have adjusted CVI for affected players by interpolating the WAR for their “missing” years, Ted Williams, Bob Feller, Joe DiMaggio, Hank Greenberg, and Johnny Mize all gained at least 15 CVI from this adjustment. Details and a complete listing are provided in Appendix 2 (Table A2.1).

• I have back-extrapolated the WAR trajectory curves for four players whose careers were delayed by segregation and for Ichiro Suzuki (who played nine years in Japan before starting his MLB career at age 27). Records from the Negro Leagues and Japan suggest that these players were MLB-ready long before they were permitted to play in the major leagues. A table of adjusted CVI for these five players is in Appendix 2 (Table A2.2).

• Steroid Usage: I have discounted WAR by 20% for hitters and 10% for pitchers for all seasons when that player was known or strongly suspected to have been using illegal performance enhancing drugs (PED). The basis of this adjustment is explained in Chapter 8. A table of PED users affected by this adjustment is provided in Appendix 2 (Table A2.3)



Some illustrative examples of the calculation of CVI in various scenarios are provided in Appendix 2 (Tables A2.4-10). Appendix 2 also includes a table (A2.12) of CVI rankings without these three special adjustments.

CVI and the Hall of Fame16

In considering what might be the appropriate selection criteria for entry to the Hall of Fame, it is useful to think of CVI in terms of percentile rankings. For this purpose, I have used the 16,008 players who made their MLB debuts before opening day of the 2004 season as a denominator (see Appendix 2).17 Thus, a player whose CVI ranks 160th among such players has a percentile ranking of 160/16,008 or 1.00%. The relationship of CVI to percentile is plotted in Figure 2.4; some examples are tabulated in Table 2.3.
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Table 2.3: CVI Percentiles
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The shape of this distribution is very crowded in the lower range of CVI, but thins out as CVI increases. The 25.1 CVI gap between players at the 0.25 and 0.50 percentile is greater than the 24.9 CVI gap between the 0.75 and 2.00 percentile. Moreover the CVI gap between the 0.25 percentile and Babe Ruth’s 270 CVI far exceeds the gap between the 0.25 percentile and 0 CVI.

What are the practical implications of these percentiles for the entry criteria for the Hall of Fame? Think about the 16,008 players who debuted before 2004 as being distributed randomly into 80 “leagues,” each with eight teams of 25-man rosters. If we set our HOF entry criterion at the 2.0 percentile (47.7 CVI), we should ultimately expect to find four Hall of Famers in the average “league.” I think most would agree that this is too lenient. If we set our entry criterion at the 0.5 percentile (83.5 CVI), we would accept only the best player in each league. Most would agree that this is too strict. If we set the criterion at the 1.0 percentile (66.7 CVI), we would admit the two best players in each league, which seems about right if we are open to making exceptions for players near this threshold whose historical significance is not fully captured by CVI.

As of December 2020, the HOF includes 235 men who were elected based on their accomplishments as MLB players. The 235th player (Bobo Newsom), whose CVI is 53.04, sits at the 1.55 percentile, a level that would admit approximately three players in each of our 80 hypothetical leagues. (Of course, the HOF election committees have not chosen the best 235 players by CVI or any other metric, as we shall see.) Throughout this book, I will use the term “CVI-Plus” to refer to the top 235 HOF-eligible players and ineligible players with CVI ≥53.04. I have classified them into four subcategories: Elite (CVI ≥100), Great (CVI ≥70 but <100), Near Great (CVI ≥62 but <70), and Very Good (CVI ≥53.04 but <62). Here are a few examples from each group:


• Elite: Mays (232.3), Mantle (143.0), Seaver (120.5), Ripken (113.3), Carter (103.1)

• Great: Beltre (98.8), Keefe (88.5), Rose (83.6), Ryan (79.9), Berra (74.1), Lofton (70.6)

• Near Great: Mauer (69.7), Palmer (69.3), Gwynn (68.3), Tiant (65.0), Sabathia (63.4)

• Very Good: Edmonds (61.0), Terry (57.8), Killebrew (56.3), Fingers (55.0), Kaat (53.3)



The “Very Good” category for players who are CVI-Plus but fall a bit short of what I would consider a reasonable threshold for “greatness” is adopted from the “Hall of the Very Good” (HOVG) descriptor that “Small Hall” proponents often apply somewhat dismissively to players whose HOF candidacies they do not support. While I placed this threshold at CVI ≥62, this is just a rule of thumb. I do not view every player with CVI ≥62 as belonging in the HOF, nor do I view every player with CVI <62 as a pretender. Players with CVI <53.04 are deemed “CVI-Minus.” This group includes 72 Hall of Famers. Conversely, 72 HOF-eligible CVI-Plus players – more than 30% - have not been elected to the HOF. We will be exploring many of these inequities in the coming chapters.

In Chapters 3-9, I have parsed the history of baseball into seven eras or generations:


• CH3: The Founding Generation of the wild and woolly 19th century (1871-1900)

• CH4: The Deadball Generation (1901-19) who played when runs were hard to come by

• CH5: The Classical Generation (1920-46) who pioneered the transition from “small ball” to “long ball”

• CH6: The Boom Generation (1947-72) when MLB spread across the continent and opened its doors to diverse races and nationalities

• CH7: The Free Agent Generation (1973-1993), a period of open warfare broke out between management and labor over the distribution of expanding TV revenues, which brought down the venerable reserve clause

• CH8: The Steroid Generation (1994-2011), when home runs became cheap and records fell

• CH9: The Analytics Generation (2012-2020), when new technologies and approaches to statistics have taken the game in new and unexpected directions.



Each chapter reviews the top players of its generation — as defined by the midpoint of their career (the season during which a player reaches 50% of his eventual career WAR) — in the context of the state of MLB in that historical period. The players are grouped thematically within each generation, and their CVI percentile rankings, and other HOF credentials are discussed and compared. CVI-Minus players who have been elected to the HOF despite weak credentials are also reviewed in Chapters 3-7. Integrated ranked lists of CVI across generations are provided in Chapter 10.


CHAPTER 3

THE FOUNDING GENERATION (1871-1900)

The Game

When we think of MLB’s stability and rich traditions, we are thinking of the past 120 years since the start of the 20th century. MLB’s first 30 years were anything but stable and traditional, with turmoil and radical change on every front. While it is convenient to cover the 30 years of 19th century professional baseball in a single chapter, the game changed more radically in those 30 years than in the 120 years that followed. The rules and the configuration of leagues and teams changed nearly every year.1,2 The number of MLB teams, which started at nine in 1871 when there was only the NA, mushroomed to as high as 25 in 1890 (when there were three competing leagues) and fell back to eight by 1900, when the NL enjoyed a brief monopoly.3

Restrictions on pitchers, who were originally required to throw underhand from 45 feet away and put the ball where the batter requested, were removed by 1884 (see Table A1.2 in Appendix 1). However, the pitching distance was gradually lengthened, reaching its current 60.5’ in 1893, and the number of balls required to give the batter a free base decreased from nine in 1879 to its current four in 1889. The final 5’ increase in pitching distance in 1893 (which allowed 9% more time for hitters to react to pitches) had a cataclysmic effect on the smallish pitchers of that era, driving many of them from the game and precipitating a two-run rise in the leaguewide ERA from 3.28 in 1892 to an all-time high 5.33 in 1894 (Fig. 3.1).4 Hard-throwing power pitchers like 6’2” 210-pound Cy Young and 6-1” 200-pound Amos Rusie made the transition successfully; many smaller pitchers, like 31-year-old 5’10” 155-pound future Hall of Famer John Clarkson and 33-year-old 5’9” 175-pound Bill Hutchison, who averaged 40 wins and a 2.76 ERA from 1890-92, struggled to adjust and quickly vanished from MLB.5
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Bid McPhee
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Defense was terrible, especially early on, mainly because fielders played barehanded.6,7 NA teams averaged 7-8 unearned runs per team per game and more than half the runs scored were unearned (Fig 3.2). In the late 1870s and 1880s players (especially 1B and C) began to wear gloves to protect their non-throwing hand as the frequency of games increased and pitchers were permitted to throw overhand. However, their gloves were primitive by modern standards, and even in 1900, the 2.4 errors per team per game were quadruple the 0.60 errors per team per game in 2019.

The most striking stylistic contrast between 19th century baseball and the modern game was the emphasis on “smallball,” which prioritized contact over power. Batters ranging from the hulking Cap Anson and to the diminutive Willie (hit ‘em where they ain’t) Keeler shortened their swings to maximize contact and almost never struck out. The ball was put in play on 81% (1891) to 97% (1874) of PA, compared to 64% in 2019 (the most recent “normal” season). Due to the high error rate, batters reached base safely on 33% (1898) to 42% (1873) of balls in play, compared to 31% in 2019. Home runs and strikeouts were far scarcer than they are today. Except for the offensive explosion of 1894, HR rates never exceeded 0.31 per game (compared to 1.39 in 2019). Except for the low-offense years of 1888-92, SO rates never exceeded 3 per game (compared to 8.8 in 2019, when there were actually more SO than H).

Because of the dominance of smallball and scarcity of HR, modern fans often conflate this era with the Deadball Era of 1901-19. However, contrary to the popular image of hitters scraping and scratching for runs, this was actually a high-scoring era, with teams averaging no fewer than five and as many as 10 runs per game (Figure 3.1). Although shoddy defense contributed significantly to these high scoring rates (Figure 3.2), especially in the 1870s, the 5.12 earned runs per team per game in 1894 is the highest in MLB history, easily exceeding the 4.73 ER/team/game in 1930 and the 4.72 ER/team/game in 2000 at the peak of the Steroid Era.

Equally striking is the profound difference in how pitchers were used in this era. From 1871-1886, the lion’s share of IP belonged to no more than two pitchers per team. Teams also carried a handful of position players who could fill in as relief pitchers when the starters were ineffective or hurt.8-10 However, by the mid-1880s, the rapid growth of the schedule from 30 to 120 games per season led to inning totals of 500-700. It was therefore common for ace pitchers to win 40 games and compile >12 WARP in a season, far exceeding anything seen today, when teams typically carry 13 pitchers, complete games are a rarity, and pitchers rarely compile as many as 220 IP or 20 W. As the schedule grew further to 140 games by 1900, teams increasingly relied on four-man pitching rotations and carried 8-10 pitchers on their rosters, but 350-400 IP workloads and 30+ W remained the norm for pitching aces.
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Willie Keeler, 1909

Baseball does not exist in a vacuum but is a microcosm of our society at large. Thus, a history of 19th century baseball would be incomplete without describing the origins of two grossly unjust and long-lasting policies – the establishment of the Reserve Clause in 1879 and the “gentleman’s agreement” to exclude players of color in 1889. MLB was born in the aftermath of the Civil War and Reconstruction and in the age of the capitalist “robber baron.” These themes played out in our National Pastime.

When the NA was founded in 1871, professional baseball was only a part-time job, in which men of sufficient skill could earn extra money by playing on weekends with their local baseball club for a share of the modest gate receipts.11 There were no wealthy owners or financiers. Players were free to play with a club of their choosing. However, the founders of the NL in 1876 were businessmen with their eyes on the bottom line. Their first order of business was to bring stability and continuity by controlling costs.

They standardized rules, schedules, ticket prices, and player contracts. Their most far-reaching policy, implemented in 1879, was to establish the Reserve Clause, binding players to their teams in perpetuity at salaries set at the owner’s discretion.12 Some rationalized this system as essential to preventing the wealthiest teams from hoarding the best players and thereby destroying competitive balance. But empirically, this system did not prevent big-market teams like the New York Yankees of 1921-64 from doing exactly that and dominating their competition for decades. Nor did it prevent teams like the Philadelphia Phillies from winning more games than they lost only once (78-76 in 1932) in a 31-year stretch from 1918-1948.

The Reserve Clause’s nearly 100-year reign (1879-1975) drove much of the ferment in the configuration of MLB. The establishment of the American Association (AA) in 1882, the Union Association (UA) in 1884, and the Players League (PL) in 1890 (as well as the American League and Federal League in the 20th century) were all driven in large part by the desire to break the NL’s dominance, but each of these leagues quickly either joined with the NL in honoring the reserve clause (the AA) or were run out of business (the UA and PL).13-17

Although the AA, which lasted 10 years, was the longest lived of these rival leagues, the eight-team PL, which operated for only one year (1890), came closest to toppling the reserve system. This league was established by John Montgomery Ward’s Players’ Brotherhood under the aegis of the newly passed Sherman Anti-Trust Act.18-26 The PL successfully solicited substantial financial backing and attracted many of the top stars of the game (with the notable exception of Cap Anson), including future Hall of Famers Ward (as player-manager of the Brooklyn “Ward’s Wonders”), Roger Connor, Dan Brouthers, Tim Keefe, Buck Ewing, Hoss Radbourn, and Deacon White. Worse still for the establishment, the PL competed directly with the NL and AA in their biggest markets, undercutting ticket prices. The competition among the 25 major league teams, all in the northeast quadrant of the US, was so fierce that everyone lost money, but the PL had the best product and could have prevailed.

Unfortunately, the PL’s financial backers in New York, Brooklyn, and Chicago, were unwilling to continue to lose money for another year to solidify their league and joined forces with NL ownership in those cities. Without these flagship franchises, the PL had no choice but to fold after only one season. The 10 year-old AA folded a year later, leaving the NL, which absorbed the four strongest AA franchises, with an uncontested 12-team monopoly (fewer than half the number of teams that existed in 1890) and its reserve clause intact. Player salaries immediately plummeted. Only eight MLB teams remained by 1900.
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Cap Anson

Given that organized professional baseball was established in the Reconstruction era and against a backdrop of the Klu Klux Klan and lynchings, it is not surprising that players of color were unwelcome. In 1883, Chicago White Stockings team captain, Cap Anson, refused to let his team take the field for an exhibition game against the Toledo Blue Stockings, who employed an African American catcher named Moses Fleetwood Walker.27 Although Anson relented when faced with the loss of his share of gate receipts, that was not the end of it. In 1884, when Toledo joined the AA, Anson’s continuing call to ban African-American players was taken up by other players and managers, who won the shameful acquiescence of ownership. Walker’s release in 1889 following a reprise of the 1883 Anson-Walker incident in 1888 led to a de facto ban of players of color from MLB, which endured almost 60 years until Branch Rickey finally brought Jackie Robinson to the Dodgers in 1947. We will take up this story again in Chapter 6.

The premier teams of this era were the Boston Beaneaters and Chicago White Stockings, whose origins go back to the NA and who survive today as the Braves and Cubs. The Providence Grays (1883-84), St. Louis Browns (1885-88), New York Giants (1887-88), also enjoyed success in the 1880s.The Brooklyn Bridegrooms (who survive today as the Dodgers) and Baltimore Orioles (no relation to today’s Orioles) were the top teams of the 1890s.

The Players

This is the most difficult generation of players to evaluate because the game was so different from other eras and changed so much from year to year. Still, I believe CVI provides a useful general ranking of the top players of this generation, even if it is not perfect.

This generation produced 19 players (eight hitters and eleven pitchers) with CVI ≥62, of whom 13 are in the Hall of Fame. Only Cy Young was elected to the HOF by the BBWAA; the rest were elected by the VC (see Chapter 11). It also produced eight additional CV-Plus players (one hitter, six pitchers, and one two-way player) of whom three were elected to the Hall of Fame as players (all by the VC) and two as managers/executives (MGE). The careers and HOF credentials of these players, partitioned into thematic groupings, are presented in this chapter. For each player, I have provided his full name, CVI, the main teams he played for (and his WAR accrued with each team in parentheses), and a summary of the high points of his career. Later in this chapter, a similar table will be provided for CVI-Minus players of this era who have been elected to the HOF. Chapters 4-9 will follow a similar format.

Table 3.1: CVI-Plus Players
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What Greatness Looked Like
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Cy Young and Cap Anson were the top players of the Founding Generation. Cy Young never pitched 500+ innings or achieved a 15-WAR season like many of his predecessors of the 1880s, but he far outlasted them and was still producing great seasons in his 40s in 1907-08. Cap Anson superficially looks like a compiler but his WAR values are limited by the fact that the baseball season lasted <100 games until 1886, when he was already 34 years old.
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These four pitchers exemplify the pitching style before the substitution of a pitcher’s mound for the pitcher’s box and the establishment of the current 60.5’ pitching distance in 1893, when pitchers were almost everyday players, and walks and strikeouts were infrequent. Their productivity was generally confined to a relatively small number of spectacular seasons whose production levels far exceeded anything since. Table 3.2 summarizes their seasons with 10 or more WAR.

Table 3.2: The Four Hoss-Men –Seasons with ≥10.0 WAR
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Each man pitched more than half of his team’s innings and racked up 2-to-3 modern seasons’ worth of IP, wins and WAR. Indeed, no post-1892 pitcher has more than 482 IP (Amos Rusie), 41 wins (Jack Chesbro), or 15.1 WARP (Walter Johnson) in a season. It is therefore hard to compare them with modern pitchers. CVI places them as no-doubt Hall of Famers, in the 0.38-0.63 percentile range. All relied on inducing groundballs; none had a 3TO rate higher than 0.19, and only Keefe racked up as many as 0.5 SO/H. All were washed up by their mid-30s. Still, they each pitched long enough to have won 300 games and to rank in the top 30 in IP and ranking 21st, 24th, 29th, and 37th among SP, respectively, in CVI.


Beyond the Numbers

• Clarkson and Keefe came from well-to-do families.28,29 Radbourn’s parents were immigrant farmers.30 Galvin grew up in abject poverty in the slums of St. Louis.31

• Keefe was reportedly the inspiration for the pitcher who struck out the mighty Casey with men on 2B and 3B and two outs to seal a 4-2 victory over Mudville in the iconic 1888 Ernest Thayer poem “Casey at the Bat.”32 In real life, the game was played in August 1887 between the Giants and Phillies, the bases were loaded, the score was 5-3, and Dan Casey hit a game-tying single.33 But Thayer’s vignette makes for a more dramatic story.

• Keefe and Radbourn were active in the Players Brotherhood and jumped to the Players League in 1890. Keefe’s sporting goods company supplied equipment to the new league.

• Radbourn’s 60 wins in 1884 is an all-time record that will never be equaled. Clarkson’s 53 wins in 1885 ranks second — and it wasn’t even his best season.

• Galvin was baseball’s first known steroid user, taking part in an 1889 experiment with the Brown-Sequard elixir, which contained extracts from guinea pig and dog testicles.34 The rotund Galvin, who was well past his prime, pitched a two-hit shutout. But we all know now that the impact of steroids is not instantaneous and requires a rigorous training regimen, so the experiment really proved nothing.
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There is no “Kid Nichols Award,” but in the high-scoring 1890s, Nichols was on a par with Cy Young, as they thrived under the rules changes of 1892-93 that wrecked so many other pitching careers. Young and Nichols entered the NL together in 1890 and pitched most of their careers from 60.5’ under mostly modern rules. Although both were workhorses by today’s standards, neither ever had more than 453 IP, 49 CG, 36 W, or 14.0 WARP, in a season and neither ever pitched more than 34% of his team’s innings.
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When one compares their career WAR trajectories, Nichols was actually the slightly superior pitcher in the 1890s, accruing 96.9 WARP (31.5 in 1890-92, and 65.4 afterwards) versus 87.4 WARP (22.2 in 1890-92, and 65.2 afterward) for Young. Nichols also had 30 more wins (297-267), eight more shutouts (36-28), 32 more CG (418-386), and 369 more SO (1484-1125) than Young in the 1890s, with a lower ERA (2.97-3.05) and WHIP (1.234-1.242) and a better ERA+ (146-139).

However, Nichols left MLB in 1901 after a 19-win season to co-own and manage a minor league franchise, while Young went on pitching exceptionally for 10 more years and finally retired at age 44. Nichols came back successfully in 1904 (21 wins) but was out of baseball by age 36. So it is Young who stands high atop the career leaderboards with 7356 IP, 749 CG, 511 W, and 165.6 WARP, who was among the original HOF inductees in 1939, and who was honored by the establishment of the eponymous award for pitching excellence. Nichols’s 5067.1 IP (11th), 532 CG (4th), 361 W (7th), and 116.7 WARP (4th) also rank high on the career leaderboards, but he was a HOF afterthought, winning recognition from the VC in 1949. Young and  Nichols are both elite Hall of Famers, whose CVI rank second and tenth, respectively, among SP, and seventh and 28th, among all HOF-eligible players.
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Kid Nichols


Beyond the Numbers

• Young’s decision to sign with the Boston Americans in 1901 (along with the defection of Nap Lajoie) brought the new AL instant credibility. He threw the first pitch of the first modern World Series for Boston in 1903 and was the only pitcher to win a game in both the Temple Cup and the World Series.

• In 1907, Young became the only pitcher to throw three consecutive 1-0 CG shutouts. He was also one of only six men to throw three or more no-hitters, including the first modern perfect game in 1904 at age 37. Only Ryan and Koufax have thrown more.

• According to Bill James, Kid Nichols had a decisive impact on five close pennant races in 1891, 1892, 1893, 1897, and 1898; only Babe Ruth and Mickey Mantle outdid him in that regard.35
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MLB’s big men of the 19th century were 1B, not pitchers. Anson (6’2” and over 200 pounds), Connor (6’3” and 220 pounds), and Brouthers (6’2’’ and 207 pounds) were imposing figures in their day; indeed it was Connor’s bulk that gave rise to changing the name of the New York NL team from “Gothams” to “Giants” in 1885. These three 1B were the outstanding hitters of the 1880s.

None of these men was a slugger in the modern sense. Although Connor held the MLB career HR record until Babe Ruth came along, his 138 HR are hardly reminiscent of Babe Ruth (or even Babe Herman). Brouthers held the career home run record (107) before Connor. Brouthers (.520 SLG and .178 ISO), Connor (.486 SLG and .170 ISO) had substantial extra base power; his 233 triples rank fifth on the all-time leaderboard. On the other hand, Anson (.447 SLG and .113 ISO) swung strictly for contact. All three players struck out infrequently. Anson (31.15) and Brouthers (28.26) rank 21st and 30th on the career leaderboard for AB/SO. Connor’s 17.14 AB/SO, though less impressive, is still three times better than Bonds and Ruth, twice as high as Henry Aaron, and comparable to Joe DiMaggio, who combined elite contact skills with power. Connor had the highest 3TO rate (0.185) and SO/H (0.184), while Anson’s 3TO and SO/H are among the lowest in history.

In an era when defensive play was primitive, none of these players was a strong fielder. Indeed, Anson holds the all-time record with 658 errors at 1B (.970 fielding average) and was even worse at 3B (.784 fielding average in 220 games). By contrast, Dick Stuart, a Red Sox 1B of the 1960s whose fielding misadventures earned him the nickname “Dr. Strangeglove,” racked up only 169 errors in his 10-year career (.982 fielding average), and David Ortiz (whose defensive deficiencies limited him to only 265 games at 1B in his 20-year career) committed only 22 errors (a fielding average of .990). To be fair, Anson played the first half of his career without a fielding glove. Connor was also a terrible fielder when he broke in as a bare-handed 3B, with 60 errors and an .821 fielding percentage, and was only slightly better at 1B the following year. After a shoulder injury limited him to 1B, he worked hard to improve and later led all 1B in fielding percentage four times.

One cannot write about Anson without mentioning that he is one of the least admirable players in the Hall of Fame. Anson was an intimidating presence on the field and was known for his belligerence toward opponents and umpires. He earned the nickname “king of kickers” for the dirt he kicked while arguing with umpires. More importantly, Anson was on the wrong side of history regarding the two major issues of his era – the reserve
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