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Introduction

With apologies to Joe Carter, the most memorable moment of the 1993 baseball season didn’t even happen while a ball was in play. It began the moment that Robin Ventura charged Nolan Ryan on the Arlington infield, causing many of the 32,312 jaws in attendance to drop at the spectacle. Ryan was as close to a personification of the term “battle-hardened” as baseball had ever seen, at forty-six a big-leaguer longer than his would-be assailant had been alive.

If pitting a strapping twenty-three-year-old against a graying veteran more than two decades his senior seems like a mismatch, it was—in reverse. Ryan quickly put Ventura into a headlock and rained blows upon his forehead, providing the season’s most enduring visual and a source of endless jokes about his own toughness and Ventura’s lack thereof. In 2001, ESPN rated it the No. 1 televised baseball fight ever.

“The way [people] carry on,” said Ventura, “you’d think [Ryan] was a combination of Clint Eastwood, Bruce Lee, and [rodeo star] Larry Mahan.”

The most interesting thing about the fight, however, isn’t the fight at all—it’s what led up to it. The genesis of the moment occurred years before the fateful pitch left Ryan’s fingertips, long before Ventura’s head ended up in the crook of the pitcher’s left arm. It was less an ill-placed fastball that drove Ventura to the mound than an ongoing dispute over baseball’s code of conduct, informally known as the “unwritten rules.” Less strategic than moral, these rules collectively drive the game, forming not just a code but the Code, the ultimate measure used to shape ballplayers’ attitudes toward themselves, each other, and the game they play.

Ryan and the White Sox had been going back and forth about a variety of perceived Code violations for years. Ventura, in fact, was only tangentially involved with most of it; it was just on his unfortunate watch that the pot happened to boil over.

America saw an apparently calm Ventura start toward first base after being hit on the elbow with a Ryan fastball, then spin toward the mound, drop his helmet, and charge. Ryan, a part-time rancher, referred to the treatment he dished out as “cow-mugging,” and although the punches were purely superficial—one account called it an “atomic noogie”—the humiliation was profound. The young All-Star was helpless against a man on the verge of retirement, unable to do more than absorb whatever it was Ryan decided to dish out. The lack of severity only added to the fight’s comic overtones, said Mike Leggett of the Austin American-Statesman, making Ventura “the first guy ever to get five straight hits off Nolan Ryan.”

For Ryan, it was the final season of a splendid twenty-seven-year career, during which he compiled stats that completely transcended those of his peers. He was the all-time strikeout leader by a wide margin, had started the second-most games ever, and allowed the fewest hits per nine innings. His seven no-hitters were as many as the next two guys on the list, Sandy Koufax and Bob Feller, combined.

He was also unquestionably a throwback to a different era, and no one in history better served to illustrate the evolution of the Code from one generation to the next. Ryan came up in the time of Gibson and Drysdale, pitchers who, when feeling beneficent, allowed batters to vie for offerings over the inner portion of the plate, but who ferociously discouraged anyone with the guts to reach for a pitch outside. They treated a number of canons as gospel:


	If you dig in, you’ll be brushed back or hit.


	If you hit a home run, you’ll be brushed back or hit.


	If you watch your home runs, you’ll be brushed back or hit.




These were the rules that Ryan grew up learning, and as his career progressed—and as the older generation gave way to the new—he became their foremost champion. Ryan was, according to Jack McDowell, whose twelve-year big-league tenure included five seasons as Ventura’s teammate in Chicago, the “last guy standing from that head-hunting era.”

“If you were digging into the batter’s box [against Ryan] … you were digging yourself a grave,” said Craig Grebeck, who played alongside Ventura for six seasons. Grebeck learned an early lesson about Ryan’s rules in 1992, when he made the mistake of questioning the great pitcher by naïvely asking the umpire to check the baseball after a pitch with fastball rotation broke on him like a slider. Players on the White Sox bench howled at the audacity—check a ball on this guy? Grebeck’s own coaches were yelling that he’d soon be on his backside … or worse. That Rangers catcher Ivan Rodriguez had already returned the ball to Ryan only inflamed matters, because the pitcher then had to toss it back to the umpire. Terrified, Grebeck tried to stay light on his feet for the rest of the game, looking at every pitch he saw from Ryan as a potential weapon to be used against him. He still doesn’t know why Ryan held back, figuring only that the pitcher laughed at the third-year player’s impudence and chose to pitch to him, not at him. Perhaps it was respect for the fact that in 1990, Grebeck, then a rookie, crushed the first pitch he ever saw from Ryan for his first home run as a big-leaguer. Whatever it was, virtually the entire White Sox clubhouse was surprised when the pitcher didn’t so much as knock him down.

Ryan’s old-school tendencies seemed to grow in stature over the course of his career, even as the rest of baseball relaxed around the inside corner through the eighties and nineties. It started at the game’s lowest levels, as youth-league pitchers began to learn their craft against the enlarged sweet spots of aluminum bats, which trained them early not to try to dominate the plate’s inner half. At the major-league level, the newfound power of the steroid era gave pitchers ever more reason to stay outside, as pitches that could once be counted on to jam even the strongest players were hit over outfield fences with regularity.

At the same time, two more phenomena took shape. The first was that umpires began working from the assumption that most pitchers who hit batters did so intentionally, and as a result many batters followed suit. The second was that as salaries skyrocketed, newly minted millionaires became more protective of their ability to maintain earning power, and took increasingly more offense when pitchers came inside with potentially career-threatening fastballs.

The result was that intimidation tactics were slowly but certainly abandoned by huge numbers of pitchers. This starts to explain why some players began to have a problem with Nolan Ryan, who hadn’t changed a bit over all those years.

The series of events that culminated with Ryan’s fist bouncing atop Ventura’s forehead illustrates how long baseball grudges can last. It began during the second game of a doubleheader between the Rangers and White Sox on August 10, 1990, almost three years to the day before Ventura’s misbegotten charge. In that game, Ryan allowed back-to-back home runs; the first was the aforementioned shot by Grebeck, the second to the equally diminutive Ozzie Guillen. They would be the only home runs either player would hit that season. Ryan lasted just five innings, and Chicago swept the twin bill.

When the same clubs met seven days later, it wasn’t difficult to predict what would happen the first time Grebeck stepped to the plate. “My first two at-bats ever against Ryan, I hit the ball hard, and he wasn’t going to allow me to have that edge,” said Grebeck, who, after his home run, had smashed a ball into the right-center-field gap that was tracked down by outfielder Ruben Sierra. “His unwritten rule was that he wanted that edge. And if someone had some good at-bats against him, he was going to get that edge back on his side. And back then, the way you did that was by knocking a guy down.”

Ryan did more than that—he hit Grebeck in the back. “That,” said Chicago All-Star Frank Thomas, “was what really started it all.”

In the same game, Ryan knocked down Scott Fletcher one pitch after the White Sox second baseman asked umpire Tim McClelland to examine the ball for scuff marks. Chicago pitcher Greg Hibbard responded by hitting Rangers third baseman Steve Buechele in the arm, igniting a brawl between the teams.

That was the first part of the bad-blood equation. The second was Texas’s propensity for coming back big against the White Sox. On June 20, 1991, Texas scored five runs in the ninth to beat Chicago 7–3. Eleven weeks later, on September 8, the Rangers scored four runs in the ninth to win 7–6. On May 1 of the following season, Texas scored two in the sixth and three in the ninth for an 8–4 victory. The following day, the Rangers scored three in the eleventh for a 4–1 win.

This sort of trend is not easily forgotten by an opponent. Eventually the White Sox became inured to certain baseball mores when facing Texas, such as displaying compassion when holding a big lead. On August 3, 1993—the day before the famous fight—the White Sox built a 10–0 advantage by the sixth inning, led in part by a three-hit day from Ventura, who was riding a ten-game hitting streak. The third baseman also happened to skirt the unwritten rule mandating cessation of aggressive tactics during a blowout when he tallied the team’s ninth run by scoring from second on a single by Lance Johnson in the second inning. In most corners that’s too early to alter tactics, no matter what the score. It was enough, however, to tick off a Code adherent such as Ryan.

True to form, Texas scored six runs in the final innings of an 11–6 loss, but Ventura’s slight had already registered.

“We didn’t even think anything about it, but the next morning in the paper they were all talking about how we were trying to run up the score,” said McDowell. “We’re thinking, ‘Fuck you. You stop scoring six runs in the ninth and we’ll stop running with a nine-run lead in the sixth.’”

Ryan took the mound for Texas the next day.

In their clubhouse, Chicago players discussed their collective beef with Ryan and came to the conclusion that they’d taken enough abuse. “The whole world stops when that guy pitches, like he’s God or something,” McDowell said at the time. “He’s been throwing at batters forever, and people are [too] gutless to do anything about it.” The White Sox set out to change that trend, coming to the collective conclusion that only an extreme measure—like, say, charging the mound—had a chance to effect measurable change.

With little voice in the matter, Ventura found himself at the center of it all the instant he was hit on the elbow. “Robin really didn’t want to charge him,” said Thomas. “It was just one of those things where we all knew he was going to drill him, and once it happened he reacted. He wasn’t angry, he was just saying, ‘You can’t be doing that for no reason.’ … He really, wholeheartedly didn’t want to do it.”

“That was the problem,” said McDowell. “When he went out there, he didn’t know what to do, because he wasn’t mad.”

Ryan had been charged exactly once before, thirteen years earlier, by Dave Winfield. In that brawl he actually took a step backward as Winfield lit out toward the mound, and ended up paying for it—Winfield got in the only blows of the fight before the pair tumbled to the turf and were buried beneath a pile of players. The pitcher was not about to make that mistake again. “When someone comes out to the mound, they’re coming out there with the intent to hurt you, and I’m not going to be passive about it,” he said shortly after the fight.

Thus, the unwitting Ventura found himself in a place he very clearly did not want to be. He’d charge Ryan again, he said at the time, if he “felt it was necessary,” but he never got the chance—Ryan made only six more starts that season, none against the White Sox, then retired. And because of a series of events triggered by the Code that dated back at least three seasons, a two-time All-Star who drove in more than ninety runs eight times is remembered primarily for one thing—the atomic noogie administered to him by Nolan Ryan.

Ryan and Ventura are just two participants in baseball’s long history of Code-fueled disputes. For more than a century, ballplayers have built the unwritten rules to cover everything from trivial clubhouse interactions between teammates to all-hands melees between bitter rivals. The rules are in a constant state of development and evolution, and nearly every section of the proverbial codebook has both supporters and detractors. When enough players and coaches eschew a given rule for a long enough period of time, it simply falls by the wayside, often to be replaced by something new. (Take digging into the batter’s box; once forbidden, it’s now a common occurrence.)

Because they’re unwritten, the rules must be picked up through experience. “You learn what’s acceptable and not acceptable and where you fit and where you don’t fit, and the only way you can learn is by basically fucking up,” wrote eight-year major-leaguer-turned-psychologist Tom House in The Jock’s Itch. This can lead to painful lessons, either from irate teammates or from opposing pitchers, many of whom revel in the opportunity to offer seminars to young players, using as their instructional tool of choice a fastball to the rib cage.

As filled with minutiae as the unwritten rulebook can be—“Don’t walk in front of the catcher on the way into the batter’s box? I’ve never heard of that,” said Davey Lopes—at its essence is basic sportsmanship.

“I can break it down into three simple things,” said Bob Brenly, who followed a nine-year big-league career by managing the Arizona Diamondbacks to a world championship in 2001. “Respect your teammates, respect your opponents, and respect the game.”

If this sounds simple, there’s a wild diversity of philosophies on just how to go about it. For example, though it’s commonly acknowledged that running up the score on an opponent is discourteous, the definition of “running up the score” not only has evolved over time, but is far from universally accepted within the modern game. Additionally, when and how to retaliate for Code violations is as complex as what constitutes a violation in the first place.

Further complicating matters, at least from an outsider’s perspective, is that the more stringently a ballplayer adheres to these tenets, the less likely he is to talk about them to people outside the game. He’s secretive because he’s insulated, and he’s secretive because the outside world doesn’t truly have a handle on the politics of his particular office. Mostly, though, he’s secretive because he can be. It’s the way the system’s set up. Without any explanation of what’s happening and why, outsiders tend to become baffled at what they often consider to be extreme reactions.

A case in point can be taken from the angry response Giants broadcaster Mike Krukow received from a number of Bay Area parents after praising pitcher Tyler Walker on the air for launching a retaliatory strike against Mark Mulder after the A’s ace hit two Giants, including Barry Bonds. “They’re pissed off that they have Little Leaguers and I’m teaching them the wrong baseball,” Krukow said. “But I’m not teaching Little League baseball. Their fathers teach them Little League baseball. I’m explaining what goes on here at the major-league level. And if Walker doesn’t do what he did, then he’s got to answer to Barry Bonds. And Barry Bonds has every right to get in his face, and every other pitcher’s face, that doesn’t protect him.”

If these comments seem at all inflammatory, it must be pointed out that Krukow is an ex-pitcher, a baseball man, whose opinions reside in the mainstream of the sport. He understands how baseball as an institution is improved by the Code, and, just as important in his role as a broadcaster, he understands how those who don’t pay close attention might fail to comprehend that fact. It makes for a tough balancing act.

Generally speaking, the more fans know, the more they’re likely to misconstrue. So the wall effectively becomes its own set of rules: Don’t expect outsiders to understand baseball’s world, or even give them the chance to form a wrong impression. To talk about the unwritten rules is to violate the pre-eminent one: Keep your mouth shut. Some things do leak out—not everyone possesses the same sense of insularity, and some people simply have trouble filtering their thoughts—but for many active players the notion of discussing most parts of the Code is tantamount to revealing state secrets. Take the following excerpt from an interview with All-Star pitcher Jason Schmidt, conducted in the fall of 2006:


How does a pitcher or team know when it’s time to get someone?

SCHMIDT: [Answer off the record, and not very revealing at that.]

Has anything like that ever crossed your experience?

SCHMIDT: No doubt. Totally.

What was it?

SCHMIDT: I don’t remember.

Have you ever been ordered to hit someone?

SCHMIDT: I wouldn’t say ordered. Sometimes you just know. You can’t say that in a newspaper.

This is for a book.

SCHMIDT: You can’t say it in a book.



The point being that Jason Schmidt is no different from the majority of his colleagues. Unlike Jim Bouton, who drew scorn from teammates and opponents alike when his groundbreaking Ball Four was published, depicting for the first time the major-league ballplayer as he truly lived and worked, most modern players avoid similar treatment not just by avoiding topics of potential embarrassment but by refraining from saying anything remotely interesting.

“The first thing they teach you is that what goes on in the clubhouse stays in the clubhouse,” said Dusty Baker. “That’s not so anymore. Now everybody wants to know what the team meeting was about. Well, that’s the team meeting. If you’re on the team, we’ll tell you. It’s not being anti-press, it’s not being secretive—it’s just how it is. [While managing the Chicago Cubs], I wanted to put up a sign, just like in the locker rooms in the old days, that says ‘What goes on in here stays in here.’ I wanted to put it in the kitchen, because if you put it in a public area it would be construed as anti-press, which it’s not.”

Perhaps, but this still makes it difficult to write about the unwritten rules. House described it like this:


Baseball protects its own, no matter what the offense, as long as the offense stays within the confines of the baseball world. You may have a serious gambling problem, and the team may know about it, but they’ll keep your secret as long as you perform, and as long as you keep your problem to yourself. Someone may take you aside and tell you to watch yourself, but no one is going to talk to the press or the commissioner’s office until you do something to warrant it.

… There are many things that baseball manages to keep quiet about. In fact, players who are foolish enough to discuss what went on in a closed clubhouse meeting, or reveal that two players almost killed each other after the game, often turn up on other teams the next year. That kind of behavior just isn’t acceptable. You must be loyal to your teammates, even though you may hate every last one of them.



That such potential for discord exists within a clubhouse is hardly a secret—any group of twenty-five guys that spends as much time together as does a baseball team is bound to have conflicts—nor is it a secret that any leaks from within spell open season for the media. For proof of this, one has only to look at the rare instance when tempers boil over in the open, such as Jeff Kent pushing Barry Bonds in the Giants dugout, or Darryl Strawberry and Keith Hernandez coming to blows in front of a phalanx of reporters during Mets spring training. Stories deconstructing team strife followed each of those incidents for weeks; years after combatants have put their differences aside the press continues to look at any reconciliation with skepticism.

This was the case long before the existence of the twenty-four-hour news cycle. After a tough, 2–1 loss in the opening game of the 1939 World Series, Cincinnati’s starting pitcher, Paul Derringer, and right fielder, Ival Goodman, fought in the clubhouse over a fly ball that Derringer thought Goodman should have caught. As teammates raced to separate the two, Reds manager Bill McKechnie ordered the doors to the clubhouse closed and all reporters kept at bay until the mess was straightened out. To reinforce his instructions, he threatened a thousand-dollar fine—slightly less than a month’s pay for the average player—to anyone who leaked the information. When reporters were admitted about ten minutes later, team members, true to their manager’s wishes, acted as if nothing was amiss, and not a word was written about it the next day. It wasn’t until Reds third baseman Bill Werber wrote a book more than sixty years later that a description of the affair came to light.

Even more dramatic was the hotel-room brawl between Davey Johnson, then a star second baseman for the Braves, and his manager, Hall of Famer Eddie Matthews, in 1973. The way Johnson tells it, after an initial verbal disagreement the manager invited him into his room and challenged him to a fight. Johnson, reluctant at first, changed his mind when Matthews wound up for a roundhouse punch, then knocked the older man down. Matthews charged back, and as the sounds of the scrape flooded the hallway, players converged on the scene. In the process of breaking things up, several peacemakers were soon bearing welts of their own.

“The next day at the ballpark we looked like we had just returned from the Revolutionary War,” wrote House (a member of the team, who, true to the code of silence, left all names out of his published account). “Everybody had at least one black eye, puffed-up lips, scraped elbows, and sore hands. It had been a real knockdown battle.”

This was something that couldn’t be hidden from the press. Matthews called the team together, and as a unit they came up with a story about a game that got carried away, in which guys took good-natured beatings. Flimsy? Maybe. Accepted? Absolutely.

“You can ask Hank Aaron and others on that team,” Johnson said, laughing. “Eddie said his biggest regret [in his baseball career] was not having it out with me again. That one never got out. It never made the papers.”

“You might not like everybody on your team, but just because you don’t like a guy, it doesn’t mean you talk about them …,” said Yankees closer Mariano Rivera. “If someone is doing the wrong thing, you should address the problem but not bring it into the world. You don’t have the right to publish it. If it’s a problem, go and attack it and try to fix it, but not by telling everyone.”

Look no further than Robin Ventura for proof. After suffering one of the most humiliating beatings in baseball history, he had every right to shout from the rooftops about the injustices visited upon his team by Nolan Ryan, baseball’s premier badass, and how he wanted only to put an end to the bullying. Instead, he adhered to the Code and basically kept quiet about the situation. It might not have done much to win respect outside baseball’s inner circle, but the guys in clubhouses around the league expected no less.


PART ONE
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ON THE FIELD


1
Know When to Steal ’Em

In July 2001, Rickey Henderson was forty-two years old and, by an enormous margin, baseball’s all-time stolen-base leader. The San Diego Padres outfielder was well over two decades into his major-league career and had long since been anointed the greatest leadoff hitter of all time. Then he stole second base against the Brewers, and Milwaukee manager Davey Lopes exploded.

It wasn’t just any steal that set Lopes off—it happened in the seventh inning of a game in which the Padres led 12–5, after Milwaukee’s defense had essentially cried “uncle” by positioning first baseman Richie Sexson in the hole behind Henderson instead of holding him on. The play was so borderline, as far as stolen bases go, that it was ruled defensive indifference, and Henderson wasn’t even credited with a steal. That wasn’t his goal, however. Henderson was approaching Ty Cobb’s all-time record for runs scored (which he would ultimately best in the season’s final week), and he had just put himself into scoring position.

Lopes could not have been less interested in the runner’s motivation. As soon as Henderson reached second, Lopes went to the mound, ostensibly to talk to pitcher Ray King but really to direct a tirade up the middle. At top volume and with R-rated vocabulary, Lopes informed Henderson that he had just become a target for the Brewers pitching staff.

“I didn’t appreciate what he did,” Lopes told reporters after the game. “I know he’s trying to obtain a record for most runs scored, but do it the right way. If he keeps doing stuff like that he’s going to get one of his players hurt. I just told him to stay in the game because he was going on his ass. We were going to drill him, flat out. I told him that. But he chose not to stay in the game; I knew he wouldn’t.”

Henderson was removed after the inning by Padres manager Bruce Bochy, which the skipper insisted had to do with the lopsided score, not Lopes’s threats. Afterward, Henderson said that he was reluctantly following green-light orders given to him by third-base coach Tim Flannery and sanctioned by Bochy, and that showing anybody up was the last thing on his mind. “Davey and I argued, but I told him that on my own, in that situation, I wouldn’t go down and steal that base,” he said. (“Rickey said I gave him the sign?” said a surprised Flannery when he heard Henderson’s take. “Rickey didn’t even know the sign.”)

“To be blunt, what he did was bullshit,” said King after the game. “We weren’t holding him on. If he’s going to break the record that way, he doesn’t deserve it. The guy’s probably going in the Hall of Fame, but to try to get to second base just to score a run, that’s sorry. When he took off I said, ‘You’ve got to be kidding.’”

What Henderson had done was break one of the cornerstone entries in baseball’s unwritten rulebook: Don’t play aggressively with a big lead late in the game. It’s tantamount to running up the score in football, and no tenet of the Code is more simultaneously revered and loathed. It means the cessation of stolen-base attempts, sending runners in search of extra bases, swinging at 3-0 pitches, and an assortment of other tactics aimed toward scoring at all costs.

“There is no excuse that can be made up to justify trying to show someone up,” said Hall of Fame manager Sparky Anderson, one of the Code’s staunchest practitioners in his twenty-five years at the helm of the Cincinnati Reds and Detroit Tigers. “There’s no excuse, and you can’t invent one.”

Though many baseball minds hew to this rule, there’s a group of firm believers who call it hogwash. Bochy in particular took up the opposite side of Lopes’s argument, pointing out that by playing Sexson back and failing to hold Henderson on, Milwaukee’s manager effectively gave his team a defensive advantage it wouldn’t have had if the first baseman had been tethered to the bag. “[In a blowout game a team] will make moves to improve its defensive situation, yet it wants the team hitting not to do anything to try to improve its offensive situation,” said Hall of Fame baseball writer Tracy Ringolsby. “If you’re not going to hold the runner on, the runner has the right to take the next base, because you’re saying it’s not that important—and you’re taking away an offensive opportunity from the ball club by not playing your normal defense.”

Lopes wanted no part of the second-guessers. “All of those people that took shots at me, they don’t know nothing,” he said a week after the incident. “Unless you’ve played this game, you have no clue. You can say what you want as an outsider and criticize me, because that’s your right. But you have no idea what you’re talking about because you didn’t play the game. They’re ignorant when it comes to that…. The people in baseball, they know. I’ve had people here, old-timers, come up to me and say, ‘We’d drill the guy at second base [if he did what Henderson did].’” Never mind that Bochy was effectively an old-timer himself, having caught in the major leagues for nine seasons before becoming a manager.

It was the same reason Yankees third-base coach Larry Bowa got so upset in 2006 when Baltimore’s Corey Patterson stole second base, then third, when his team held a 10–4, eighth-inning lead, screaming, “Play the game right!” at the startled runner. But here’s the rub: The Orioles led 10–0 just a half-inning before, and New York possessed the best offense in baseball, as it showed during its four-run seventh. Patterson said after the game that he checked with people in his dugout and got the green light to run. At the very least, he displayed a cognizance of the Code and was doing his best to straddle the line between propriety and victory.

Patterson’s dilemma illustrates a common conundrum: What’s a big lead, and when exactly is late in the game? As evidenced by the difference of opinion between Bowa and Patterson, one man’s idea of running up the score is another man’s idea of reasonable insurance.

Baseball’s semi-official “closing time” used to be four runs after six innings—the reach of a grand slam—but that’s no longer a universal notion. When players started getting bigger and pitching started getting softer and the designated hitter was invented and home runs started flying out of ballparks more frequently, what was once considered a big lead was no longer so.

“Five runs in the fifth inning in the American League is nothing,” said manager Jim Leyland. “That’s only one half-inning away from having someone tie up the game.”

The best way to illustrate a diversity of opinions, of course, is with the opinions themselves:


	“It used to be that [running with] anything more than a four-run lead was wrong, and you’ve got to be careful with that.”—Tony La Russa


	“When I was playing, if you had a four-run lead it was a courtesy not to run. But you can do that now.”—Ozzie Guillen


	“Once I had you by five runs and you couldn’t tie me with a grand slam, that was it.”—Sparky Anderson


	“I was always taught you shut it down at five runs after six.”—Dusty Baker


	“Five runs in the sixth, I’m not stopping there. We get into the seventh inning, then I’ll start chilling a little bit.”—Ron Washington


	“We play [to shut it down] if you’re up seven runs in the seventh inning.”—Jim Slaton


	“From the seventh inning on, if one swing of the bat can tie you up, it’s game on,” said ex–first baseman Mark Grace in 2006. “If it’s 4–0, you have Jason Schmidt on the mound, and he’s only given up one hit, you still go for it if Ray Durham gets on base in the eighth inning. Now, if it’s 6–0, you’re in territory where you might get a player hit in the brain in response.”




“There’s always going to be fights arising from those situations where you have one side thinking one way and the other side thinking another,” said ex-outfielder Von Joshua. “I guess that’s why they call them the unwritten rules.”

At least the game’s most prominent minds share the same general vicinity of opinion, largely because most of them come from the old school. With many modern players insisting that the run differential be as many as eight before shutting things down, however, it’s easy to see how arguments occur. Look to the base Arizona’s Craig Counsell stole while his team held a 6–0, sixth-inning lead over the Rockies at home in 2005. Colorado pitcher Jamey Wright disagreed with Counsell’s philosophy and voiced his displeasure by sending a pitch toward the head of the next hitter, Chad Tracy. According to traditional opinions, Wright had a point—but a half-inning later, the Rockies scored three times and had the tying run on deck, lending credence to Counsell’s attempt to steal his way into scoring position. “With one hit that game’s tied, so that stolen base was not out of line,” said Diamondbacks hitting coach Mike Aldrete. “In my opinion they were wrong, but there was a lot of screaming and yelling.”

For Counsell, this was standard procedure. He had done the same thing against Philadelphia in 2003, when he swiped second in the seventh inning while his team held a six-run lead. In that instance, Phillies pitcher Joe Roa took it out on Counsell himself, aiming a fastball at his chin during his next at-bat, which served to empty both dugouts.

“It’s getting harder and harder to know when to draw the line, because of the frequency of the big inning,” said Dusty Baker. “That’s something that, I think, is going to be more and more wrestled with, more than any of the other unwritten rules in modern baseball.” (To Baker’s point, the day before Lopes exploded at Henderson, the Pirates scored seven runs with two outs in the ninth inning, to beat Houston 9–8.)

The most glaring modern example of such a comeback came in 2001, when Seattle led Cleveland 12–0 midway through the fourth inning, and 14–2 in the top of the fifth. Even after a three-run Indians rally, Seattle still led by nine in the bottom of the seventh, and Mariners manager Lou Piniella removed three of his stars, Ichiro Suzuki, Edgar Martinez, and John Olerud. (Indians skipper Charlie Manuel countered by replacing Roberto Alomar, Juan Gonzalez, Ellis Burks, and Travis Fryman in his own lineup.)

Things, however, didn’t play out as expected. Cleveland put up three runs in the seventh, four in the eighth, and five in the ninth to tie the game, then won it in the eleventh, 15–14, becoming just the third team in history—and the first in seventy-five years—to come back from as many as a dozen runs down to win. After the game, Manuel talked about his own team’s resilience, but he may as well have been directly addressing both Piniella and the Code. “The biggest message is, never give up,” he said. “Keep swinging.”

Which is the whole point. Even Lopes, whose run-in with Henderson preceded Cleveland’s historic comeback by just a few weeks, had an opinion on the Mariners’ collapse. “There’s a difference in trying to manufacture runs,” he said. “What if Lou Piniella said, with a 12-run lead, that he’s going to bunt a runner over to second? Would he do it? No…. You don’t stop playing to win. You don’t stop trying to score runs. But you don’t hit and run, you don’t steal bases and you stop trying to manufacture runs. That’s the difference.”

On the flip side of the argument, do a handful of examples like Cleveland’s comeback (which happens once every several generations) really undermine baseball’s need for this unwritten rule? Does the notion that a team might once a season stage that type of rally offer adequate justification for a player or manager fiercely tacking runs on to an already intimidating lead?

Part of the beauty of the Code is that there is no truly correct answer. Piniella may have erred in removing his stars too early that day against the Indians, but he hit it on the screws in his post-game comments. “You never know about baseball,” he said. “That’s for damn sure.”

Even without strategic certainty, informed guesses can be made about when to shut things down, based on a variety of factors:

Where are we playing? It used to be only the bandboxes of Wrigley Field and Fenway Park that blurred the line (“You can never have enough runs in Boston,” said longtime Tigers catcher Bill Freehan), but, with new homer-friendly ballparks in places like Arlington, Houston, Philadelphia, and Cincinnati, the notion of how much is enough has never been so muddy. The poster child for this consideration is Coors Field, where, in the thin air of Denver, the losing team scored at least ten runs ten times in 1998 alone—a rate of nearly once a week. (On May 19, 1999, the Rockies scored twelve runs and still lost by a dozen to Cincinnati, 24–12.)

What’s the status of the bullpen? When Los Angeles manager Grady Little heard complaints about Kenny Lofton’s steal of second while his Dodgers held a 5–1, ninth-inning lead over San Francisco in 2006, his response was simple: “Has anyone here seen our bullpen? We have to keep doing that.” Sure enough, the very next night San Francisco scored four runs in the ninth to beat the Dodgers, 6–5.

“The other team doesn’t know what I’ve got in the bullpen,” said infielder-turned-coach Jose Oquendo. “If my closer or two or three of my relievers aren’t available that day, we might have to play the game more aggressively.”

How well is my team hitting? After Counsell stole second against Philadelphia with a 7–1 lead in 2003, Diamondbacks manager Bob Brenly justified it with the sentiment that his offense was not exactly a powerhouse. “We weren’t trying to incite them or rub it in their faces,” he said. “We’ve been scuffling to score runs all season and it was still early enough where we couldn’t [assume a victory].”

How good is the starting pitcher, and how well is he holding up? This supersedes the bullpen question, should the starter be throwing well enough to remove the relief corps from the equation. A four-run lead behind Sandy Koufax contrasts starkly with a four-run lead behind a middle-of-the-road starter.

What does the matchup look like? When Phil Garner took over as manager of the Brewers in 1992, only one of his players, Greg Vaughn, ended up with more than twelve homers. Garner did, however, have a group of guys who could run. With that in mind, he put on a perpetual green light, sending runners whenever and wherever he could. Milwaukee ended up leading the majors with 256 stolen bases, and their ninety-two wins were good for second place in the American League East. Garner finished second to Tony La Russa in manager-of-the-year balloting.

His freewheeling style was not universally appreciated, however, especially by Tigers manager Sparky Anderson, who was outspokenly critical of Garner’s run-at-all-costs style.

“Ping and run, ping and run—that was our game,” said Garner of his team, which finished behind all but one AL club in home runs. “Sparky’s old-school,” he added. “I stole one night with a five-run lead in about the sixth inning, and one of [Anderson’s] coaches said that our running game bordered on ridiculous. One of my coaches had a nice comment on that, saying, ‘We have to get on base, steal second, and steal third before we’re in scoring position. Detroit’s in scoring position when they walk to the plate.’” Indeed, Detroit—led by thirty-homer hitters Cecil Fielder, Rob Deer, and Mickey Tettleton—led the league in longballs, more than doubling Milwaukee’s output on the season.

The volume of the conversation grew so loud that Garner sought out Anderson to explain himself before the teams played one day in Milwaukee. “Sparky, God only knows, you’re the dean of baseball,” he recalls saying. “I would not try to do anything to embarrass you. But I need to tell you that I’m not going to go home at night thinking I shut a ballgame down and let you guys get back in to win it. I can’t sleep with myself that way. I understand the way the game’s been played. I played it that way for a number of years myself. But it’s a different era.”

Anderson responded that in his book, such tactics were considered to be disrespectful and inflammatory.

Garner’s comeback was unequivocal. “It’s your job to stop me,” he said. “If you can’t stop me, then I’m playing until I feel comfortable. And if I don’t feel comfortable with a ten-run lead, then by God I’m running. And if you take exception, fine, you take exception. You do what you have to do and we’ll do what we have to do.”

For what it’s worth, the Brewers finished seventeen games ahead of Detroit that season.

In a game in 1996, the Giants trailed Los Angeles 11–2 in the ninth inning, and decided to station first baseman Mark Carreon at his normal depth, ignoring the runner at first, Roger Cedeno. When Cedeno, just twenty-one years old and in his first April as a big-leaguer, saw that nobody was bothering to hold him on, he headed for second—by any interpretation a horrible decision.

As the runner, safe, dusted himself off, Giants third baseman Matt Williams lit into him verbally, as did second baseman Steve Scarsone, left fielder Mel Hall, and manager Dusty Baker. Williams grew so heated that several teammates raced over to restrain him from going after the young Dodgers outfielder.

The least happy person on the field, however, wasn’t even a member of the Giants—it was Dodgers hitter Eric Karros, who stepped out of the batter’s box in disbelief when Cedeno took off. Karros would have disapproved even as an impartial observer, but as the guy who now had a pissed-off pitcher to deal with, he found his thoughts alternating between anger toward Cedeno and preparing to evade the fastball he felt certain was headed his way. (“I was trying to figure if I was going to [duck] forward or go back,” said Karros after the game. “It was a 50–50 shot.”) Giants pitcher Doug Creek, however, in a display of egalitarian diplomacy, left Karros unmarked, choosing instead to let the Giants inflict whatever retribution they saw fit directly upon Cedeno. (Because it was the ninth inning, nothing happened during that particular game.)

At second base, Scarsone asked Cedeno if he thought it was a full count, and the outfielder responded that, no, he was just confused. “If he’s that confused, somebody ought to give him a manual on how to play baseball,” said Baker after the game. “I’ve never seen anybody that confused.”

In the end, it was Karros who saved Cedeno. When he stepped out of the box, as members of the Giants harangued the bewildered baserunner, Karros didn’t simply watch idly—he turned toward the San Francisco bench and informed them that Cedeno had run without a shred of institutional authority, and that Karros himself would ensure that justice was administered once the game ended. Sure enough, as Cedeno sat at his locker after the game, it was obvious to observers that he had been crying. Though the young player refused to comment, it appeared that Karros had been true to his word. “Ignorance and youth really aren’t any excuse,” said Dodgers catcher Mike Piazza, “but we were able to cool things down.”

This happens more frequently than one would expect. Said pitcher Jack McDowell: “It’s amazing, but there are actually guys [in the major leagues] who still just don’t know.” There are many reasons for this. Fifty years ago, even star players spent up to six years in the high minors before reaching the big leagues, during which time they were initiated into the ways of the Code. These days, the minor leagues are a one- or two-year stop for top players. Because the minors serve mainly as a training ground, coaches have players do things like steal bases at inopportune times, simply to provide extra learning opportunities. Though blatant Code violations are still noted, the gray areas (a lead of between four and seven runs, for example, during the seventh inning or earlier) are almost uniformly glossed over.

“My first year in pro ball was in Grand Forks, North Dakota [in 1962], and that was just about the first thing our coach, Bob Clear, talked about,” said former Tigers catcher Jim Price. “Today, it’s just not as strong, and players have to pick up that stuff wherever they can.”

Aggressive behavior on the base paths isn’t limited to steals, of course; taking an extra base on a hit to the outfield can be just as damning. Nobody faults standard station-to-station baseball in the late innings of a blowout game—runners advance one base on a single, two on a double, and score on a triple—but going first-to-third or second-to-home on a single won’t win many friends in the opposing dugout. Rangers manager Ron Washington had a firm rule for these situations during the decade he spent directing traffic as the third-base coach for the Oakland A’s: If a play was close enough to force a slide—even if Washington thought the runner would be safe—that runner didn’t go. “But if he can walk across home plate and there won’t be a play on him, I’m not stopping him,” he said. “That’s baseball.”

Not everyone is restricted by such limits. In a 2003 game against the Marlins at Fenway Park, Boston’s Todd Walker raised hackles on the Florida bench by tagging up from third base on a shallow fly ball by catcher Doug Mirabelli. His team led 21–5 at the time. Though Walker defended his actions after the game—“I lose respect for [the Marlins] if they’re upset that we’re tagging,” he said—Boston third-base coach Mike Cubbage was a bit more contrite. “I can see why they would [be upset] …,” he said. “[But] if I don’t send the guy, [Red Sox hitters] are not going to be happy. It’s a fine line.”

If there was a mitigating factor for Boston, it came in the first inning, when the Red Sox set a record by scoring ten runs before Florida pitchers could record an out. Eighteen batters into the frame, three Marlins hurlers had given up thirteen runs, twelve hits, and four walks; a base hit by Johnny Damon in his third at-bat of the inning brought home Boston’s fourteenth run. At that point, Cubbage decided to stanch the bleeding. Despite its being a shallow single, and even though the runner at second, Bill Mueller, was among the slowest men on the team, Cubbage sent him chugging toward home, where he was thrown out by several steps. As Mueller headed back to the dugout, the inning finally, mercifully, over, Marlins catcher Ivan Rodriguez patted him on the back in a “Hey, thanks” kind of way.

That’s the unpredictable nature of the unwritten rules—while one person feels he’s doing something appropriate, even benevolent, his opponent may well feel the opposite way. Rodriguez’s apparent appreciation for Mueller’s kamikaze dash for the plate could have easily turned into something much darker had he mistaken it for another slap in the face in an inning already full of them. Had Mueller tried to take Rodriguez out by slamming into him during the play, it would likely have precipitated a brawl. It’s not like that hadn’t happened before.

Just two weeks earlier, in fact, Reds third-base coach Tim Foli waved home Adam Dunn from second on a Ken Griffey, Jr., single while Cincinnati held a 10–0 lead over Philadelphia. Foli, however, was playing strictly by the Ron Washington rulebook—Dunn was going to score standing up, and to hold him would have deprived Griffey of an RBI. In fact, as Foli watched the play unfold, he couldn’t see any option but to send the runner: The outfielder’s throw missed the cutoff man, and the second baseman had to scamper to get to the ball. There was no way his throw would come close to beating Dunn.

Except that Dunn, sensing Foli’s lack of urgency, slowed down considerably, allowing the defense time to recover. By the time he recognized his mistake, he was just steps away from catcher Mike Lieberthal, who was standing in the base path, ball in hand. At that point, Dunn—a six-foot-six, 240-pound former football player for the University of Texas—reacted instinctively, putting everything he had into a brutal collision. And though he didn’t succeed—Lieberthal held on for the second out of the inning—when Dunn next came to bat he was thrown at by reliever Carlos Silva, and charged the mound.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do there,” said the slugger after the game. “Stop and let him tag me out? Slide? I think I did the right thing.” That, though, is the essence of the Code: Even the best-intended plays can go awry, and the next thing a pitcher knows, there’s a Big 12 football player chasing him across a baseball diamond.

Inappropriate aggression is hardly limited to the base paths. Hitters are also governed by the Code, with specific sections covering both type of swing and when it’s employed.

Take a game between the Twins and the Red Sox in 2006, which Minnesota led 8–1 in the bottom of the eighth inning. With two outs and nobody on base, Torii Hunter drew three quick balls to start his at-bat against Red Sox reliever Rudy Seanez. The last thing a pitcher wants to do with his team down by a wide margin late in the game is walk batters, which not only suggests unnecessary nibbling but extends a game that players want to end quickly. When a count gets to 3-0, as it did with Hunter, it’s a near-certainty that the ensuing pitch will be a fastball down the middle.

The unwritten rulebook does not equivocate at this moment, prohibiting hitters in such situations not just from swinging hard, but from swinging at all. Hunter did both, and his cut drew appropriate notice on the Minnesota bench. “After he swung I said to him, ‘Torii, you know, with a seven-run lead like that, we’ve got to be taking 3-0,’” said Twins manager Ron Gardenhire. “He honestly had not even thought about it.”

“I wasn’t thinking,” admitted Hunter. “I just wanted to do something. I knew a fastball was coming, and if I hit a double or whatever, we could get something going. I was just playing the game. I got caught up in it.” The incident serves to illustrate the depth of the Code’s influence. Hunter was generally aware of the unwritten rules, and except for rare instances of absentmindedness abided by them—while simultaneously disdaining much about their very existence. “Man on second, base hit, and you’re winning by eight runs, you hold him up at third,” he said. “You play soft, and I hate that part of the game. I hate that you don’t keep playing the way you’re supposed to, but you have these unwritten rules that you don’t run the score up on guys. Well, okay, what if they come back? The runs we didn’t score, now we look bad. We don’t think about that. At the same time, those rules have been around a long time, and if you don’t fly by them, you’ll probably take a ball to the head, or near it.

“You don’t want to embarrass anybody, but what’s embarrassment when you’re trying to compete? There’s no such thing as embarrassment. You’re out there to try to win, no matter what the score looks like. Whether it’s 4–3 or 14–3, you’re trying to win. I’ve seen guys come back from 14–3 and win the game 15–14. If I go out there and try not to embarrass you and you come back and win, I look like the dummy.”

It’s a powerful system that forces an All-Star to override his competitive instincts for a code in which he does not believe. If one wants to avoid retribution, one must embrace the unwritten rules; barring that, Hunter learned, an act of contrition can suffice.

After the game, Gardenhire took the outfielder to the visitors’ clubhouse to speak to Red Sox manager Terry Francona, trying to wipe away the potential for hard feelings. To abide by the unwritten rule that bars opposing players from the locker room, the meeting took place in a rear laundry room in the bowels of the Metrodome. There Hunter informed both managers that he had swung out of inattention, not disrespect.

“We wanted to make sure [Francona] understood,” said Gardenhire. “I went there to let him know that I know the game too. It’s a manager’s responsibility when a player swings 3-0 to make sure the player understands that. I wanted him to know we didn’t give a sign for him to swing away, that Torii just made a mistake. I thought that it was good for Torii to explain it to him, so I took him over.”

Francona brushed it off as no big deal, saying that his mind had been wrapped around devising ways for the Red Sox to come back in the final frame and that he hadn’t even noticed. He did, however, express his appreciation for the visit. And the rationale worked. It appeased the members of the Red Sox who had noticed—there were several—and no bean-balls were thrown the following day.

“You see those types of things and you know it’s being taken care of internally,” said Red Sox pitching coach Al Nipper. “You say, Hey, it’s an honest mistake, it wasn’t something intentional, where the guy’s trying to show you up. We all make mistakes in this game. Ron Gardenhire is a class manager, and that was a true coaching moment for him…. I guarantee you, that was a moment he probably didn’t relish to have to do with a veteran, but he had to do it.”

There are some in the game who feel the same way about swinging at the first pitch in an at-bat while holding a big lead. Some hard-liners even insist that swinging at a 2-0 pitch with such a lead is too much. “You want to get greedy as a hitter, but you don’t want to embarrass anybody,” said Doug Mientkiewicz, who is just such a Code warrior. “Taking big swings and falling over the plate is along the lines of disrespecting somebody else.”

“You don’t cherry-pick on the other team,” said Sparky Anderson. “You don’t take cripples. Three-oh, he’s struggling, he’s got to lay the ball in there. Don’t do it to the man. He’s got a family, too.”

In 2006, the Washington Nationals limped into San Francisco with a MASH unit where their catching corps should have been. Starting catcher Brian Schneider suffered a debilitating lower-back strain in Los Angeles a day earlier, and backup Matt LeCroy had been released eleven days previous. That left only one player on the roster with catching experience—Robert Fick, primarily a first baseman who had caught in 132 games over eight previous big-league seasons.

In the fourth inning, however, it all came apart. Fick, on first after singling, tore rib cartilage diving back to the bag on a pickoff throw. Had there been another catching option for Nationals manager Frank Robinson, Fick would have come out of the game immediately. As it was, Fick’s injury prevented him from swinging a bat, but he was still able to squat and catch, so he stayed in.

The single had been part of a five-run rally that gave Washington a 6–1 lead. But after catching the bottom of the fourth, Fick was in such serious pain that Schneider volunteered to come off the bench, bad back and all, to take over. He made it as far as the on-deck circle, where he was preparing to bat in Fick’s spot with two outs in the fifth. Within moments, however, Nationals hitter Damian Jackson lined a foul ball directly into Schneider’s right wrist, giving him injuries in two places and sending him back to the dugout. There was no other option—Fick had to bat for himself. Which leads to a question: What does a hitter do when he can’t swing a bat?

The answer: He bunts. It was Fick’s only alternative, short of watching every pitch he saw. There were two problems, however. One was that Fick pushed his first bunt attempt foul, leaving him standing at the plate and awaiting the next pitch from San Francisco starter Noah Lowry. The other was that neither Fick nor anyone else in the Nationals dugout told the Giants what was going on. All Lowry saw was a player bunting after a five-run rally that broke the game open. He drilled Fick with his next pitch.

“I thought it was unbelievable, ridiculous,” said Lowry. “Sometimes during a game emotions take over. The emotions were already there, and to add that icing on the cake…. There comes a point where you have to draw the line and say, ‘Hey, have respect for me, have respect for the game.’”

It wasn’t until afterward that the left-hander found out about Fick’s ribs (the injury was enough to send the would-be catcher to the disabled list the next day) and the various maladies of Washington’s other catchers, and he felt terrible. Had there been some communication—Fick telling Giants catcher Todd Greene about his predicament, and Greene relaying that information to Lowry, perhaps—might it have made a difference?

“Yeah, of course,” said the pitcher. “Knowing he was hurt would have been a completely different story…. When I heard about why he was doing it I felt like a jerk. But, not knowing, you just play the game the way you know how to play it.”

The only way a major-leaguer can steal 130 bases in a season is if some of them come at inappropriate times. Rickey Henderson, the only guy to have achieved that total, wasn’t much concerned with the opinions of his opponents, and occasionally paid the price when angry pitchers went gunning for retribution. Henderson, of course, had a built-in defense mechanism—no pitcher wants to put on base a guy with an unrivaled ability to score from first without a ball ever leaving the infield. Henderson’s Hall of Fame–caliber myopia was also well known—what Rickey did on a ballfield had nothing to do with anyone but Rickey. How could a guy who played only for himself possibly show someone up? With those things in
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