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THERE ARE A mere 750 active roster spots on the thirty Major League Baseball clubs. There are perhaps a billion people in the United States, Mexico, east Asia, plus Central and South America who would betray best friends and gladly suffer painful, performance-enhancing treatments in order to obtain these lucrative, perk-barreled jobs. If the staggering odds of success were the same in lawyering or sportswriting, most of us now gainfully employed would be unemployed, rejected out of hand as amateurish hacks. So it is a bit unjust, really, to label any Chicago Cub, San Diego Padre, or Kansas City Royal a lousy athlete. These players are the best of the best, or they would quickly be cut adrift. Their hand-eye coordination, their swiftness of foot, and their strength of arm must surely be otherworldly.

And yet, from where we critics sit in the bleachers or in front of our laptops, many of these men are not only mortal; they often appear to be clumsy bunglers. They flub grounders, swing at curveballs in the dirt, get picked off base, drop fly balls, walk batters with the bases loaded, or forget there is only one man out. In a sport that demands smart, spontaneous decision making, these players are at times terrible problem solvers. Baseball is all about failure, we know. Even the greatest of batters bangs out a hit less than 35 percent of the time. Each game is declared finished when players on the losing side produce twenty-seven outs—barring extra innings, in which case they fail even more often. There is no great shame in any of that. But some of these players over the decades have elevated failure, or folly, to fresh, artful levels, which is what this book is all about.

Without these major-league oafs who have made such a hash of the sport, icons such as Willie Mays, Mariano Rivera, and Joe DiMaggio would not glitter quite so brightly. Lesser lights also inspire the rest of us in their own flawed way, make us all dream big-league dreams. If Marv Throneberry, Bob Uecker, Mario Mendoza, and Kei Igawa can achieve professional stature, signing big-league contracts for a season or more, isn’t there considerable hope for our children, our grandchildren?

This book examines and ranks these ungainly muses in a number of unique categories. Every major-league ballplayer who ever allowed a passed ball or hurled a double-play relay into the stands becomes a candidate for inclusion. Every coach or owner who blew up a franchise is also eligible. There are some decent players in here, too, if they cheated too often, acted too callously, or merely had the good fortune to be paid way too much for their mediocre services. The better the backstory, the more prominent the entry. Only one caveat: in order to qualify, a fellow needs to have appeared in, or impacted, at least one major-league game during a regular season. No minor-league Michael Jordans allowed.
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HITTING IS A difficult craft, inherently prone to humbling disappointment. But then there are those players who further lower the bar, who aspire desperately to bloop a single every fourth or fifth time at the plate, who ought never have taken bat in hand. Even as baseball evolved from dead-ball to juiced-body eras, some batters always stood out as much worse than those around them. They struggled to cross the Mendoza Line, to remain above that .200 mark and avoid detection.

We don’t include pitchers in this category. They are specialists with alibis ready in pocket. All other positions are eligible, however, and most are represented here. Bring us your poor batting averages, your low on-base percentages, your high strikeout-to-walk ratios, your embarrassing WARs (wins above replacement), and your humiliating sabermetrics.

BILL BERGEN AND HIS 0-FOR-45 (46?) SLUMP

Bill Bergen was a catcher for the Brooklyn Superbas in the dead-ball era, when everyone was in a slump of sorts. Still, even by the measure of his day, Bergen set the gold standard for persistent batting ineptitude. While he demonstrated his futility way back in 1909, his achievement lives and breathes today, still fueling controversy as to whether his slump might really have been 0 for 46. Historians have argued among themselves recently whether one particular handwritten scorecard had him at 0 for 2 in a game or 0 for 3. During an equally impressive slump by Craig Counsell of the Brewers in 2011, The New York Times became somewhat obsessed with this statistical debate, running two lengthy stories about Bergen, one a correction of sorts. And when Counsell laced a pinch-hit single at 0 for 45, it meant that the Bergen argument would live another day and remain just as relevant.
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Old-timer Bill Bergen was far better behind the plate for Brooklyn than when he was standing next to it, with his lifetime batting average of .170. Library of Congress

The chief researcher on this subject was Joe Dittmar, vice chairman of the records committee for the Society for American Baseball Research. Dittmar originally determined Bergen’s streak was 46, until the Elias Sports Bureau challenged that finding, lowering the number to 45. This meant that another player, Dave Campbell, had tied the mark in 1973 (Campbell managed to bat .000 for the Cardinals that year in twenty-one at-bats, after being traded from the Padres). When Campbell reached 45, nobody even noticed or cared. But in the present-day Stat Age, every hit or miss is quantified, logged, and reexamined. Dittmar went back to check the scorecards again. He discovered one on July 14, 1909, in which the number of Bergen’s at-bats was smudged. Upon closer inspection, he believed the number was a 2 and not a 3, lowering Bergen’s slump to 0 for 45.

Regardless of the finding, Bergen once made himself a good case for being labeled the very worst hitter in major-league history. He still holds the record for the lowest single-season batting average, .139, for a position player with a qualifying number of at-bats. He also posted the lowest career batting average, .170. He hit a grand total of two home runs in 3,028 career at-bats, with an on-base percentage of only .194 and a slugging percentage—in this case, the stat is a terrible misnomer—of just .201. Though there are no film clips of the fellow, it is safe to say he wasn’t the most aggressive batter. Bergen was never struck by a pitch, which would seem to indicate he didn’t exactly crowd the plate. A reasonable fan might ask, therefore: How did Bergen manage to draw a paycheck for eleven seasons in the big leagues?

Turns out this is no great mystery. Bergen had a Hall of Fame arm. He was a marvelous defensive catcher, one of the greatest to squat behind the plate. In 941 games, he amassed 1,444 assists, ranking him among the all-time top twenty. He threw out 47.3 percent of runners who tried to steal on his rifle arm. In one truly epic game against the Cards in 1909, Bergen nailed half a dozen base runners.

“He is one of the few backstops who can throw on a line to second while standing flat-footed,” wrote a reporter for The Sporting News in 1908. “He gets the ball away from him so quickly and with so little apparent exertion that the runner on first, second or third does not dare to take liberties when Billie is on the job.”

Bergen also had a terrifying psychological alibi for failing at bat, if he ever wished to employ it. His older brother, Marty, played for the Boston Beaneaters from 1896 to 1899 and was rated a far better player. Then, a year before Bill broke into the league in 1901 with the Cincinnati Reds, Marty Bergen slaughtered his own wife and two children with an ax before committing bloody suicide with a razor blade. Bill was apparently nothing like Marty, who was known to scold teammates while throwing tantrums on and off the field. Marty was considered pathologically paranoid. His brother, Bill, was simply a nice guy with no torque to his swing.

RAY OYLER AND HIS LOYAL FANS

Ray Oyler may well have been the worst hitter in modern baseball, a batter who rarely climbed to that magical .200 mark. He was also living proof, however, that everybody has his time and place. In Oyler’s case, that place was Seattle in 1969, when he would become the oddest of cult heroes with the expansion Pilots.

By 1968, in his fourth year with the Tigers as a slick-fielding shortstop, the Detroit fans had grown fed up with Oyler and jeered him from Opening Day. You couldn’t really blame them. In his previous three seasons, Oyler batted .186, .171, and .207. He was on his way in 1968 to a batting average of .135, breaking the low-water mark for any player who appeared in a hundred or more games. Oyler’s fielding average was fifteen points above the league average for shortstops, but he went literally hitless from July 13 through the end of the season. This was now a terrible hitter in a terrible slump, so the Tigers benched their reliable glove man for the World Series against the Cardinals—replacing him with Mickey Stanley, an outfielder. Oyler entered four World Series games as a late defensive replacement and was permitted to come to the plate only once, to lay down a sacrifice bunt. The Tigers won the championship and then left Oyler unprotected in the expansion draft. The Pilots selected him in the fifth round.

It was here, in Seattle, that Oyler became an instant hero, thanks in good part to the radio personality Robert E. Lee Hardwick, whose ramblings were aired on the Pilots’ station, KVI. Hardwick recognized the irony in starting a fan club for this particularly bat-challenged player. The comedy show Laugh-In was a big hit at the time on NBC, heavily dosed with the signature catchphrase “Sock it to me.” Hardwick called his new fan club by the acronym “SOC IT TO ME .300.” Those letters stood for “Slugger Oyler Can, In Time, Top Our Manager’s Estimate” and hit .300. The city of Seattle was simply thrilled to get a major-league team, and Oyler became something of a cherished mascot. “He started it just to drum up a little interest in the Seattle club,” Oyler said of Hardwick. “So I figured, what the heck, 150 or 200 members would be a nice thing. But now it’s up to 10,000 and they say it’s still climbing.” Eventually, about 15,000 fans joined the club. Oyler, who was earning $18,800 that season, was given a free apartment and a car. Then, on Opening Day at Sicks Stadium, before Oyler had ever swung and missed at a fastball, the fan club gave him a wild welcome. “He got cheers, horns blew, confetti filled the air in his first time at bat,” wrote the author Fred Cavinder.

Oyler responded to this hysteria with a hit, then won the next game with a homer as his average spiked at .364. “It’s a great feeling,” Oyler said. “Even when you make an out, they start cheering you.” Unfortunately, his average was down to .220 by May, to .190 by June, to .176 by July, to .163 by August, and to .161 by September. Still, Oyler was cheered, and he insisted, “I’m hitting the ball good at home. I’ve got four home runs there.” A single against Oakland on the last day of the season lifted his average to .165, as the Pilots finished 64-98, dead last and thirty-three games behind the Twins in the newly formed American League West. Even Oyler’s fielding average that season of .965 was below par, by his high standards.

Unfortunately for Oyler, the Pilots were in worse shape than his batting average. They were acquired in bankruptcy by Bud Selig, who moved them to Milwaukee for the 1970 season, where they became the Brewers. The people of Milwaukee did not have an emotional investment in Oyler’s career, so he was traded before the season to Oakland, then signed by California for a twenty-four-game stint in 1970 in which he batted .083 with a perfect fielding percentage. After he retired, Oyler opened a bowling alley in the Seattle area, where he was still beloved and where three strikes in a row were considered a good thing.

BOB UECKER, BALLPARK COMIC

Many players before and after Bob Uecker have been equally disparaged, but none has embraced the tag of incompetence with such inspiration or mercenary zeal. Uecker somehow managed to forge an entire self-deprecating career from six seasons as a utility catcher with four teams from 1962 to 1967. When the infield dust settled, he finished with 167 strikeouts in 731 at-bats and a batting average of precisely .200. This serendipitous statistic is one that Uecker was able to exploit brilliantly in his role as Brewers announcer, film actor, wrestling emcee, and stand-up comedian. As Uecker put it, “I had slumps that lasted into winter.” By his own account, Uecker’s greatest achievement was receiving an intentional walk from Sandy Koufax, with first base open and the pitcher on deck. When he was traded to St. Louis from his hometown Milwaukee Braves at the start of the 1964 season, the deal was for a utility catcher, Gary Kolb, who finished with a career .209 batting average—which meant that still, somehow, it had been a good trade for the Braves.

It is impossible to poke fun at Uecker’s career with less mercy or greater wit than the man did himself. Over time, his career in retrospect became one long nightclub skit. Speaking about a $3,000 signing bonus with the Braves, Uecker almost didn’t accept the proposal, because, he said, “My old man didn’t have that kind of money to put out.” His managers supposedly told him, “Grab a bat and stop this rally.” When he took his kids to a game, he said, “They’d want to come home with a different player.”
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Bob Uecker, baseball’s clown prince, was always out of tune in the batter’s box. AP Photo

Uecker was ironically dubbed Mr. Baseball by Johnny Carson, one of the first television talk show hosts to appreciate his tale-telling talents and sense of comic timing. The Milwaukee-born-and-based player morphed into a well-known self-satirist with the help of Miller Lite commercials. In one of those ads, Uecker is ushered to a ballpark seat far, far away from the front row, where he smugly expected to land. To this day, the obstructed top-level seats at Miller Park in Milwaukee are known as Uecker seats.

Uecker, by the way, wasn’t quite as terrible defensively, which he never wanted you to know. He committed few errors while throwing out one-third of base stealers, a respectable stat. He did allow forty-seven passed balls in 271 games, including a league-leading twenty-seven passed balls in 1967 when he was forced to catch the knuckleballer Phil Niekro. Uecker’s oft-cited quip on the best way to catch the knuckler: “Wait’ll it stops rolling, then go pick it up.”

MARIO MENDOZA, THE MAN AND THE LINE

Long before the Internet made even the most obscure baseball statistics available to Bill James freaks at the flick of an index finger, fans relied on the Sunday sports section to provide them with their numerical fix. Most dailies would list in agate type the batting averages of every player in the majors who had amassed enough plate appearances to qualify for consideration. Most often, these averages were listed from best to worst. It was because of this feature—and the playful minds belonging to the Hall of Famer George Brett and the ESPN broadcaster Chris Berman—that Mario Mendoza became much more than just another forgettable, retired journeyman with a lilting name. Brett was in the news regularly, flirting with the .400 mark in 1980, when he said in an interview, “The first thing I look for in the Sunday papers is who is below the Mendoza Line.” According to a Sports Illustrated piece on the subject, it was actually a pair of Mendoza’s teammates on Seattle, Tom Paciorek and Bruce Bochte, who first joked about that imaginary line in an interview before Brett picked up on it. Mendoza, a Mariners shortstop at the time, had laid down the baseline for terrible hitting with his .200-ish average nearly every season. Berman heard Brett’s quote and ran with it. Soon every player off to a slow start or suffering through a lengthy slump was being judged in comparison to this Mendoza Line. “That is all people remember me for,” Mendoza lamented years later.

To be fair, Mendoza did not finish his career at the Mendoza Line. He had a .215 career batting average after hitting .245—with two homers!—in 1980, the season when Brett and Berman made him famous. The player always felt he might have fared better if he hadn’t been lifted so often for pinch hitters. “It made it hard,” Mendoza told BaseballNation.net. “If I could have gotten to the plate three or four times a game, I could have made better adjustments.” Mendoza landed under the Mendoza Line in five of his nine seasons and finished at .118 during his farewell year, 1982, in Texas. The 1979 season was probably his signature year, and the one that stuck in Brett’s mind. Mendoza hit .198 with one homer in 373 at-bats that season, striking out sixty-two times.

For those who cared to dig a bit deeper, Mario Mendoza Aizpuru was more than just a pundit’s concoction. His baseball career was long and eventful. Born in Chihuahua, he was one of the first Mexican players in the majors and was later elected to the Mexican Hall of Fame. Mendoza recalled how one African-American teammate once told him, “You’re not black, you’re not white, you’re orange.” He was playing for the Mexico City Red Devils of the Mexican League in 1970 when a Pirate scout spotted his fielding exploits, ignored the batting flaws, and signed Mendoza to a contract. His nickname in Mexico had nothing to do with any imaginary line. He was called Manos de Seda, or “Silk Hands,” for his uncanny ability to pluck low, hard grounders off the infield dirt.

After four seasons in the minors, Mendoza made his debut in 1974 as a ninth-inning pinch runner for the lumbering Willie Stargell. He scored, too. Mendoza could run and he could throw. On June 28, 1977, his arm was put to the ultimate test. The Pirates’ manager, Chuck Tanner, was badly strapped for pitchers in the second game of the team’s second doubleheader in three days. Down 10–3 in the nightcap, Mendoza was brought in to pitch a couple of innings. Unfortunately, he wasn’t pitching against himself. He fared fine for a while, getting Keith Hernandez to line into a double play. His second inning did not go as well. Ken Reitz laced a three-run homer, leaving Mendoza with a 13.50 career earned run average.

Mendoza’s lack of hitting prowess did not prevent him from becoming a coach with the Hawaii Islanders and then player-manager of the Monclova Acereros in Mexico. He batted .291 in the Mexican League, where he was immensely popular and became known by a different nickname, Elegante. When he was done with that, Mendoza was hired to manage the Angels’ Single-A farm club, the Lake Elsinore Storm, where he coached his son, Mario junior. The son, after watching his dad’s exploits at the plate, had decided to become a pitcher.

JOHN GOCHNAUR, NO-HIT, NO-FIELD

Any statistical argument about the worst player in the history of baseball inevitably leads at some point to John Gochnaur, a pioneer in the sport whose bat and glove together marked him, at the very least, as the worst of the early-timers. If not for the brevity of service, his credentials for that dishonor would be impeccable. In 264 games and three seasons from 1901 to 1903 with the Brooklyn Superbas and the Cleveland Broncos and Naps, Gochnaur batted .187 with no homers and with 146 errors at shortstop. In his final, signature year, Gochnaur hit .185 with an astounding 98 errors in 134 games. Admittedly, the league fielding percentage in this 1903 season was only .913, but even by those standards Gochnaur’s .869 stood out in the wrong way. As for his batting average, the typical player of his time was hitting .270, leaving Gochnaur .085 short.

Gochnaur was born and raised in Altoona, Pennsylvania, then followed his dream at the age of twenty, traveling around the country playing minor-league ball in Virginia, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey, and Ohio. After a couple of decent seasons as a second baseman for the Dayton Old Soldiers of the Western Association, Gochnaur was hired by the Brooklyn Superbas in 1901 as a shortstop. From there, it was all downhill, in a hurry. Undeterred by his failures in Brooklyn and Cleveland, Gochnaur continued his career in the minors for five more years. Against Class A pitching, he would bat .161, .156, .199, and .199. In 1907, his last season in Des Moines of the Western League, Gochnaur somehow went out in a relative blaze of glory, batting a hefty .260 with 109 hits in 420 at-bats.

The baseball author and historian Mike Attiyeh rightfully gets credit for unearthing and researching Gochnaur’s otherwise anonymous career. Attiyeh found Gochnaur to be “a popular man and a friend to many ballplayers.” A lifelong bachelor called simply Goch by friends, Gochnaur was a local institution in Altoona and helped hundreds of area players secure contracts with minor-league teams. An Altoona Mirror article reported that he worked at different times as a city police officer, a Penn railroad policeman, and a bartender. As for Gochnaur’s baseball career, Attiyeh came to this conclusion: “Few have been worse than Gochnaur with the bat and fewer still might have been worse than Gochnaur in the field, but none combined the two-way futility quite the way Gochnaur did.”

Gochnaur’s legend lives on in popular culture. A Utah congressman, Rob Bishop, gave a speech to the House of Representatives in which he attacked the Endangered Species Act in 2005 by comparing its efficacy to that of Gochnaur’s playing career. Five years later, in a television episode of Bones, the character Arastoo Vaziri, a lab assistant, referred to Gochnaur as the “worst baseball player ever.” If only he’d put in a few more bad seasons in the major leagues, that distinction would be undisputed.
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THE INVENTION OF the designated hitter was a gift from the baseball gods to all American League klutzes, who suddenly were not required to stumble out of the dugout and pretend to man any position. Unfortunately, this merciful exemption was not in effect until 1973 and still has not been extended to National Leaguers. Therefore, baseball is littered through the ages with tales and videotapes of unrequited glove, of outrageous catching and throwing errors by players who were all bat, no mitt. Some of those errors came at particularly inopportune moments, rendering them even more infamous. The very worst fielders, though, were consistently awful, botching grounders on large and small occasions.

DICK STUART AND HIS STRANGE GLOVE

Dick Stuart was a god-awful fielder and never bothered denying it. He enjoyed his nickname, Dr. Strangeglove, and even sported a custom license plate for his car that bragged, “E-3.” Despite and because of his shortcomings, Stuart played for six different teams over ten seasons and eleven years, from 1958 to 1969. If the designated hitter spot had existed then, Stuart’s career might have endured longer and his offensive stats grown even more impressive. But there was nowhere to hide, and Stuart somehow managed to commit twenty-nine errors at first base in 1963, still a major-league record for that position.

Stuart was a prodigious hitter from the start, knocking sixty-six homers in 1956 for the Lincoln Chiefs, a Class A minor-league club. But even as he was busy signing autographs with “Dick Stuart 66,” his reputation as an impossibly lousy fielder postponed his promotion to the Pirates. “Dick Stuart is the worst outfielder I ever saw in my life,” Pittsburgh’s manager, Bobby Bragan, declared, explaining his reluctance to give the kid a chance.

Bragan wasn’t around when Stuart finally got his shot with the Pirates as a mid-season call-up in 1958. The new manager, Danny Murtaugh, moved him to first base, the position Stuart would butcher for the remainder of his career with the Pirates, Red Sox, Phillies, Mets, Dodgers, and Angels. In his first game, played at Wrigley Field, Stuart homered. In his second game there, he ripped a grand slam. But while Stuart totaled sixteen homers in just sixty-seven games that first season, he also committed sixteen errors. There was never anything subtle about Stuart’s skills. He was a big guy, six feet two inches and 212 pounds, with a big swing. He amassed 228 homers with 743 RBIs and a .489 slugging average, while striking out 957 times in 3,997 at-bats. In the field, he quickly became a running joke. He was once given a standing ovation when he scooped up a loose hot dog wrapper blowing around first base. After a crowd at spring training was warned not to interfere with the ball in play, Murtaugh quipped, “I hope Stuart doesn’t think that means him.”

Before Stuart hung up his rebellious mitt, he experienced several notable adventures. He was on deck waiting to pinch-hit when Bill Mazeroski won Game 7 of the 1960 World Series with a ninth-inning homer off Ralph Terry of the Yankees. “I was kneeling in the on-deck circle, thinking I was going to be the hero,” Stuart said. “And all of a sudden, I was out on the field jumping around.” After his power numbers and batting average slipped in 1966, Stuart was released by the Dodgers at age thirty-three. Instead of retiring, he took his big bat to the Taiyo Whales in Japan for two seasons. There, he enjoyed only mixed success and was actually benched at times by yet another manager who couldn’t stomach his defensive shortcomings. Stuart, however, insisted the benching had nothing to do with that. “The manager was in the Japanese air force in World War II and didn’t like Americans,” Stuart told the Philadelphia Bulletin. More likely, it was the glove. “Everybody liked Dick,” said Dick Schofield, a former Pirates teammate. “But he did have trouble with that leather thing.”

SMEAD JOLLEY AND THE HOLE IN HIS MITT

Smead Jolley was such a bad fielder that a .305 career batting average and a .475 slugging percentage couldn’t keep him in the major leagues for more than four seasons. Every scout knew about Jolley’s shortcomings from the start, but after he posted full seasons in the minors batting .404 and .387, he was given a chance. From 1930 to 1933, the White Sox and the Red Sox tried to hide “Smudge” in left or right field—never in center—to no avail. He might have thrived in an era of the designated hitter, but alas there was no such shelter. Jolley committed forty-four errors in just 811 chances, and it got so bad that Chicago gave up on him, dealing him to Boston during a 1932 season when he would hit .312 with eighteen homers and 106 RBIs.

Jolley was still only thirty-one years old when the Red Sox traded him to the St. Louis Browns, who turned around immediately and traded him to a minor-league club, the Hollywood Stars of the Pacific Coast League. This might have discouraged most men, but Jolley knew he could still hit and kept at it for eight more seasons in the minors. His batting averages at these Class AA, A, and B stops were extremely gaudy. He hit .360, .372, and .373 from 1934 to 1936 in Hollywood and Albany, yet still no major-league club would have a part of him because of his mitt.

Jolley’s most astounding exploit, however, was yet to come. In 1937, he played for the Nashville Volunteers of the Southern Association in a quirky stadium called Sulphur Dell. Here, right field was built on a hill with a slope that started behind first base and climbed about twenty-five feet high to the base of the shallow fence. Right fielders there were called mountain goats and generally played their position near the wall so they could run down the hill to catch fly balls, rather than up. Placing a horrid fielder like Jolley in such a position was asking for trouble, and then one day he botched a play in a historic manner. Jolley supposedly ran down the right field hill to cut off a simple ground-ball single. The baseball skipped between his legs and bounced up the hill to the wall, allowing the runner to reach second base. Jolley ran back to retrieve the ball, but it bounced off the fence and whizzed past him a second time, back down the hill, allowing the runner to claim third. Jolley then chugged down the hill, picked up the ball, missed the cutoff man, and overthrew the catcher. The batter scored, and Jolley was reportedly charged with two fielding errors, plus one throwing error on a single play. The only other three-error play cited in professional baseball history arrived many years later, in 1988, when the pitcher Tommy John bungled a grounder, threw away the ball, then bobbled the relay throw from right field and threw wildly to home plate. The scoring on Jolley’s play may be apocryphal, because official records show he committed only three errors total that year in Nashville, and it is unlikely he made no others.

Give Jolley some credit, though. He never stopped hitting. During those minor-league years, even at age thirty-nine in 1941, playing for the Spokane Indians and the Vancouver Capilanos of the Western International League, Jolley batted .345 in a full, 133-game season. He also made only seven errors in 185 chances, which was pretty good by his standards.

BUTCH HOBSON AND HIS BAD AIM

Hard to believe, but Clell Lavern “Butch” Hobson’s wayward arm—the one that whipped throws from third base into the Fenway stands and bopped spectators behind first with alarming regularity—once hurled passes for Bear Bryant at Alabama. Hobson, Tuscaloosa-born, quarterbacked the Crimson Tide before he was drafted by the Red Sox, an indication of just how accurately that arm once performed. It might also be a reason the limb deteriorated from overuse and contributed to forty-three errors in 1978.

Hobson was still faring fine in 1977, a sheer hustler with a powerful swing, until his right elbow began misbehaving toward the close of that thirty-homer, 112-RBI season. Hobson foolishly did nothing about the bone chips over the winter, and then in 1978 the arm fell off its hinges. “That was stupidity, not having [surgery] done when I should have had it done,” Hobson later told The Boston Globe. His self-prescribed treatment was, “Let’s take some pain killers and go home and drink more beer. And get up the next day and do whatever we got to do.”

The result of such negligence was an ugly series of errors and clumsy attempts to compensate for them. Hobson would field a grounder neatly enough, then stagger through one or two false starts toward first before finally talking himself into releasing the baseball, which rarely heeded its launch instructions. As his teammate the pitcher Bill Lee said, “His arm was a dogleg right.”

His syndrome, dubbed Hobson’s Disease by the unsympathetic masses, became as much a mental block as it was a physical disability. To complicate matters, this was no ordinary season he’d picked for the meltdown. The Red Sox were in the midst of a nosedive and an ill-fated scramble with the Yankees. Both teams would finish at 99-63, setting up the playoff game decided by Bucky Dent’s homer. Any one of Hobson’s errors could be blamed for blowing the big August lead and for his team’s eventual demise. Hobson had already collected his forty-three errors—about twenty-nine of them throwing errors—with three weeks left in the season, when he finally informed Don Zimmer, the manager, he could no longer handle third base duties. Zimmer, enamored of Hobson’s gung-ho, go-for-broke attitude, otherwise had no intention of benching him. There had been too many good times, like when Hobson ran right through the catcher Rick Dempsey for an inside-the-park homer in June 1976, during his second game ever at Fenway Park. Zimmer and all of Boston had fallen immediately in love with the guy. But this was no longer that Hobson. When he completed his 1978 season with an .899 fielding percentage, it was the first time in sixty years that a regular position player finished under .900.

After aborted stints with the Angels and the Yankees, Hobson finished in the majors with 138 errors in 651 games, or one in every 4.72 games. By comparison, Brooks Robinson committed 264 errors in 2,900 games, or one in every 10.98 games. Hobson never gave up hope of recovering his compass. When the Yanks assigned his woeful arm to the minors in Columbus, he warmed up pitchers and did whatever he could to stay near the game. He was eventually named the Red Sox manager for an unsuccessful three-year stint. He had some trouble with drugs, which he partly blamed on the painkillers. Years later, Hobson still couldn’t fully extend his arm, which ached nearly as much as it did to view the clips.

MARVELOUS MARV THRONEBERRY

There is no more lilting, poetic appellation for systemic baseball failure than Marvelous Marv. It is even difficult to assign Throneberry a category in this book, because he was one of the great twin threats of all time. He was both a terrible base runner and a horrific first baseman. He managed to butcher these two crafts with such artful imagination that he quickly became a cult figure in New York, inspiring a large fan club of his own, the VRAM—Marv spelled backward. This was back with the original Mets of 1962, arguably the worst baseball team in the modern era, with a record of 40-120. Consider that the infield of Throneberry, Hot Rod Kanehl, Félix Mantilla, and Charlie Neal combined for ninety-six errors in that single season, a feat that still appears on paper nearly impossible. And when Throneberry sat, ancient Gil Hodges, thirty-eight years old at the time, added five errors in reserve. So this was, indeed, a special group, destined to make bad history. Yet Throneberry somehow managed to stand out as especially awful, even among these peers. He was the crown jewel in the tiara of ineptitude. In his classic book on that Mets team, Can’t Anybody Here Play This Game?, Jimmy Breslin wrote, “Marvelous Marv was holding down first base. This is like saying Willie Sutton works at your bank.”

Throneberry came to the Mets by way of the Orioles early in the 1962 season and still found the time to commit seventeen errors at first base in just 97 games. For the purpose of comparison, Mark Teixeira made four errors in 147 games during 2011 at the same position for the Yankees.

It wasn’t just the official errors, the dropped balls, or the wild throws that rendered Throneberry so endearing. Of particular amusement were his rundown misplays, when a Mets pitcher had picked off one of the many runners to reach base against this team. As Breslin put it, in understated fashion, “Rundowns are not Throneberry’s strong suit.” In one incident, Throneberry was paralyzed by confusion while standing in the base path and without the ball. He thus allowed Don Landrum of the Cubs to virtually leap into his arms for an interference call. In another episode, recounted by Breslin, Throneberry earnestly attempted to run down Ken Boyer of the Cards from first to second base, ignoring the bigger picture, permitting Stan Musial to score the winning run from third.

[image: ]

If Marvelous Marv Throneberry caught a ball at first base, it was usually by accident. AP Photo

If Throneberry was a disaster in the field, he was an equally creative saboteur as a runner. In a June game against the Chicago Cubs, he briefly became a hero after hitting



CHUCK KNOBLAUCH AND THE YIPS
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GREG LUZINSKI

STEVE SAX

FRANK HOWARD

Twenty-nine errors at first
base in a single season.

Did he really commit three
errors on one play?

Arm like a sprinkler system

The most Amazin’ Met.

Outfielder nicknamed Clank by
his teammate Frank Robinson.

Watch out, Mrs. Olbermann

He used his head as a
trampoline, and the
baseball jumped for a homer.

In sabermetrics terms, he
cost the Phils and the Chisox
ninety-three total runs (Rtot)
on defense over his career.

Went from Rookie of the Year in
1982 to thirty errors in 1983

His last season was first year of
DH; could have used many more.
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BILL BERGEN

RAY OYLER

BOB UECKER

J. R. PHILLIPS

MARIO MENDOZA

JOHN GOCHNAUR

RAFAEL BELLIARD

JOHNNIE LEMASTER

DAVE WAYNE ROBERTS

JIM “GRASSHOPPER"
LILLIE

Sure, they can tie his hitless
streak, but can anyone break it?

Gets major credit for
that .135 Season.

He'd like to be No. 1.

Career batting average of .188
with four teams, striking out
180 times in 501 at-bats.

ing name, ugly swing.

Just terrible, all around.

In seventeen seasons, he
smacked two homers and
seventy-one extra base hits.

A.222 career hitter who was
jeered so much he wore a
jersey with "BOO" on the back.

Hit 167 in 1974 with the Padres.

Batted .175 with zero
homers and a slugging
percentage of 197 in 1886
for the Kansas City Cowboys.






