




*WHIP, also known as composite ratio, measures a pitcher’s ability to keep hitters from reaching base. The formula is walks allowed plus hits allowed divided by innings pitched.

*To properly value any one player’s projected statistics, you must first put them in context. If you expect Alex Rodriguez to hit 45 home runs, for instance, you can’t place a value on them until you’ve determined how many home runs will be hit by every other American League player who is likely to be drafted.

*In 1981, the league extended the rosters to twenty-three and raised the ante to $260.

*The hobby is so pervasive that some companies, including General Motors, have blocked access to fantasy sites on their internal networks.
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Fantasyland

Something about Jones

Jacque Jones sits on a padded folding chair in a quiet corner of the Minnesota Twins clubhouse, thumbing through a dog-eared paperback. It’s the last day of February 2004, and practice has been over for an hour. The rest of the Twins have cut loose in shorts and flip-flops to savor the last Sunday afternoon in Florida before the real slog of spring training begins. There are putts to sink and fishing poles to bend with Spanish mackerel. The coaches have gone bowling.
Before he opened the book, Jones, the team’s $4.35 million right fielder, had showered, moisturized, slipped on track pants, and collected his car keys from the top shelf of his locker. He was all set to head home to his wife of three months when he noticed its title, asked me if he could take a look at it, and then, before I could refuse, pried it loose from the crook of my arm. From the moment he turned to page 55, I’ve felt like eating a rosin bag.
The book’s title is the Baseball Forecaster, and its author is a guy named Ron Shandler, whom I’d met only two weeks earlier. Bearded, studious, and somewhat reclusive, Shandler lives on the outskirts of Roanoke, Virginia, in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. He did not play professional baseball, and he’s never worked as a scout, set foot in a clubhouse, or stuffed his gums with chewing tobacco. Growing up in Queens, the son of a Borscht Belt bandleader, he spent most of his childhood at the piano.
But every October Shandler retreats to his basement for six weeks to download all the raw statistical data from the previous baseball season and run it through a phalanx of proprietary mathematical formulas and algorithms. When he’s finished, he has a complete projection for every ballplayer who might wear a major-league uniform the following year, from the number of home runs Barry Bonds will hit to the precise number of batters Tim Spooneybarger is liable to strike out. The results are printed in the Baseball Forecaster, which he publishes himself and sells for $23.95.
His primary audience is the throng of Americans who play a parlor game called Rotisserie baseball or, more specifically, the subset of these people who are obsessively committed to winning. His predictions are often so uncannily accurate and so boldly counterintuitive that his followers consider him a soothsayer, a bearded prophet, and an undiscovered genius. He also happens to be the world’s most decorated Rotisserie champion.
For the last eight days, I’ve lugged the Forecaster across Florida following the old sportswriter circuit of sleepy ballparks, sticky motels, and improvised breakfasts at Amoco. Along the way I’ve met with general managers and coaches, interviewed superstars and minor-league nobodies, and watched more “pitchers’ fielding practice” than I care to remember. In a typical year, I’d have come to spring training to dredge up material for my sports column in The Wall Street Journal, but the purpose of this trip is far less rational: I’m here to scout talent for my first Rotisserie team.
Four months ago, after years of principled resistance, I decided to play fantasy baseball and, rather than testing the waters in a beer league for novices, to aim for the top. After some lobbying, I was invited to compete in an expert league called Tout Wars, which is typically reserved for the nation’s most accomplished Rotisserie players. By way of comparison, this is kind of like trying to learn the cello by joining the London Philharmonic.
I’m not carrying Ron Shandler’s book just to imbibe his wisdom. I’m also using it to study his predilections and find the rare instances where he’s clearly wrong. Not only is Shandler a competitor in Tout Wars, he invented it.
On page 55 of this year’s Forecaster, the Bearded One renders his judgment on Jacque Jones, the ballplayer now seated in front of me. According to Shandler’s statistical gauges, Jones is a lousy bet to hit another 25 home runs in a single year, and his batting average last season was “grossly inflated.” Shandler doesn’t specifically mention that Jones is an impatient hitter who strikes out five times more often than he draws a walk, but the numbers are printed in the accompanying row of stats. To anyone who follows his teachings, there’s only one proper conclusion to draw.
This guy is horseshit.
The moment Jones read Shandler’s blurb for the first time, an improbable smile spread across his face. As he read it again, his shoulders started to bounce as if he were laughing, but there was no sound. Soon he began flipping through the projections for other outfielders and the smile evaporated. Creases have formed on his forehead now, and he’s chewing a fingernail.
“Can you believe that?” I say, trying to snap him back from wherever he’s headed. Jones lifts his chin for a second, staring past me to a distant row of lockers. The clubhouse is completely empty now, save for a pair of laundry kids tossing damp socks and undershirts into rolling canvas hampers. He returns to the book.
Most professional athletes are made of emotional granite. They are not sensitive to the evaluations of strangers or burdened by the ability to imagine failure. Jacque Jones is made of something else, something more like a ripe avocado. From his Little League days in San Diego all the way through to the major leagues, his emotions have always been painfully apparent. Something about the topography of his face—the chestnut eyes, the thin black mustache, the pearly teeth, and the prominent cheekbones—gives it an expressiveness that can veer quickly from joyous to fierce to despondent. His mother, Linda Faulk, claims she can tell what kind of a game he’s going to have just by looking at him.
Here in this dimly lit room, as he flips through the pages of the Forecaster, his eyes have taken on a mournful glaze. It seems entirely possible that Jacque Jones is about to cry.
 
Rotisserie League Baseball was invented in 1980 when a group of Manhattan publishing swells, led by a book editor named Daniel Okrent, sat down in a Park Avenue apartment one morning to settle a tired old argument: who among them would make the best general manager. Since none of them was likely to ever own a major-league team, much less to be hired to run one, they decided to create an elaborate simulation. The concept has since morphed into countless variations and subspecies, but the original rules, the purest form of the game, are still widely used.
The central event of a Rotisserie season is a draft that takes place once a year in March or April, near the beginning of the real baseball season. At this meeting the members of a Rotisserie league (usually about twelve people) gather around some commodious table to pick “teams” composed of real major leaguers—a process that is nearly impossible to complete in less than six hours. While it’s called a draft, it’s really an English auction. Each team “owner” pays $260 in real money to the pot in exchange for the right to spend that exact sum on ballplayers. When the auction starts, contestants take turns calling out names for bidding. Superstars tend to sell first for as much as $50, while bench players and pitching scrubs rarely cost more than a buck. The auction continues until every owner has filled out a roster of twenty-three players in the following combination:
	9 pitchers
	5 outfielders
	2 catchers
	1 first baseman
	1 second baseman
	1 shortstop
	1 third baseman
	1 middle infielder (second or short)
	1 corner infielder (first or third)
	1 utility player

Since Rotisserie teams are composed of a mishmash of players from different ballclubs, there’s obviously no way for them to properly play one another. The goal therefore isn’t to win games but rather to accumulate points in eight statistical categories: home runs, stolen bases, runs batted in, batting average, saves, wins, earned-run average, and WHIP. * In a Rotisserie league with twelve teams, whichever one fares best in a given category (collecting the most saves, for instance) will earn twelve points, while the second-place team earns eleven, and so on, all the way down to one. The owner with the highest overall score in all eight categories at the end of the regular baseball season wins the lion’s share of the pot.
While its goal is to give ordinary shlubs a taste of what it’s like to run a major-league ballclub, the Rotisserie game is, in some ways, more complicated than the real one. For one thing, there are no contracts. Most classic “Roto” leagues require all players to be released at the end of the season and to therefore be eligible at the next auction. That being the case, a dedicated owner has to come to the draft ready to pass judgment on every ballplayer who might step between the chalk stripes in the forthcoming season. To make solid predictions, one must account for hundreds of variables, from something as tangible as a hitter’s likely spot in the batting order to murkier topics like the sturdiness of his hamstrings or the relative nastiness of his divorce proceedings. At a reasonable pace of assessing ten players a day, this process would take five months.
Then there’s the challenge of watching one’s Rotisserie team play baseball. While real GMs can keep tabs on their players from the comfort of a luxury box, their fantasy counterparts have to stay abreast of simultaneous action happening in every corner of America, which forces them to flip channels like restless insomniacs. When they’re not juggling the roster, making trades, signing free agents, reading injury reports, and evaluating minor-league call-ups like any other baseball executive, they’re pasted to their workstations watching a schizophrenic online scoreboard where a single stolen base in Cleveland can cause a seismic tremor in the standings.
Although polls say somewhere between three and five million Americans play “fantasy” baseball, the hobby is about as regulated as a neighborhood game of kickball. There’s no National Rotisserie Association to sanction events or set standards. There’s nothing to buy and no licensing fees to pay. But the concept behind it, the notion of playing an imaginary game based on the outcome of a real one, has crossed more borders than the bubonic plague.
From the original Rotisserie seed in 1980, thousands of derivations have sprouted: football, golf, bass fishing, curling, jai alai, bowling, and beach volleyball each have their own fantasy equivalent. There’s a fantasy sumo league with contestants in twenty-four countries from Portugal to Mongolia, and the Daily Telegraph hosts a fantasy cricket league where participants construct teams composed of Bangladeshi batsmen, Sri Lankan bowlers, and West Indian wicket keepers. One survey found that fifteen million Americans, or about 7 percent of the population, play some form of fantasy game, which, if true, makes this pastime more popular than recreational tennis and ice-skating combined.
For the longest time I was determined to ignore the movement. Whenever somebody invited me to join a Rotisserie league, my typical response was to laugh politely and say something generous and enlightened like “Fuck that.” It’s not that I thought this game was too geeky, though it clearly leans in that direction. What turned me off was that I could tell it was powerfully addictive. I didn’t want to become one of those guys, the ones you’d happen upon at a party locked in an impenetrable exchange that went something like this:
“Who’s your closer?”
“Alfonseca.”
“How much?”
“Twenty-three.”
“Whoa, no way!”
“For thirty saves?”
“Try half that.”
Every spring, without fail, one of these same people will sidle up to me on the subway and ask to borrow my USA Today sports section. The moment I hand it over, this otherwise unremarkable commuter will flip to the baseball “notes” section where every banal lineup change, injury update, and nightclub misadventure is chronicled in compressed type. By the time I get to my stop, they’re already so engrossed that all I can say is, “No, you keep it.”
There was nothing outwardly peculiar about these Rotisserie addicts. They didn’t wear purple shrouds and matching Nikes. They managed to hold down respectable jobs and even stable marriages. As best I could tell, the game appealed to people who would still be playing Dungeons & Dragons if it wasn’t such a powerful antidote to getting laid in high school.
But on a summer afternoon in 2002, something happened that caused me to reexamine my view. After a New York Mets game at Shea Stadium, down in the clubhouse, I stopped to talk with Mo Vaughn, the team’s burly cleanup hitter. It had been a humbling year for Vaughn, who’d come to New York with World Series ambitions, only to become a sports-page punch line. He was fatter than a porpoise, colder than a snowdrift at the plate, and by any standard, a $12 million disaster. Up in the stands that day, the hecklers had been merciless: “I didn’t know Mo Vaughn was pregnant!”
At the moment, however, the strain of this very public humiliation was second in his mind to another, more private form of ridicule. Some of his buddies back home had drafted him on their Rotisserie teams, he told me, and like fantasy players the world over had come to regret it. The only difference was that these people had a tool more powerful than shouted insults at the ballpark. They had his cellphone number. “Crazy fools,” Vaughn sniffed, casting his eyes to the floor. “They’ve been killing me all year.”
From then on, in the normal course of my reporting, I started asking ballplayers how often, if ever, they heard from the Rotisserie crowd. The answer was, quite emphatically, all the time. “They tell me to steal bases,” said Andruw Jones of the Atlanta Braves. “For some reason, they want me to hit more doubles,” said Mike Lowell of the Florida Marlins. “People are always telling me I’m doing well for them on their fantasy team,” Pittsburgh closer Mike Williams observed. “I get that a lot more than ‘You’re doing a great job out there.’”
Such encounters were not limited to players. In 2001 Frank Thomas of the Chicago White Sox suffered a triceps injury that knocked him out for the season. But for mundane clerical reasons, the ballclub waited a couple weeks before placing him on the sixty-day disabled list, which, unbeknownst to them, prevented scores of Thomas owners in Rotisserie leagues from replacing him on their imaginary rosters.
To these people, this move was an outrage akin to the sinking of the Lusitania. They were so mad, in fact, that they started calling. And calling. First they just vented at the ballpark receptionists, but after a while they began demanding to speak directly to the general manager. “Bizarre,” a team spokesman called it.
By the end of the 2002 season, I’d collected enough of these anecdotes to write a column for the Journal about the not-so-subtle influence that Rotisserie zealots exert on the major leagues. When it appeared, it wasn’t the volume of correspondence that surprised me but the fact that nobody had much of anything to say about the column itself. All they wanted to do was recap their own fantasy seasons. One message, typical of the lot, said, “I can’t believe I traded Kevin Millwood!”
Slowly, my aversion to Rotisserie baseball began to soften. Part of it was a case of professional burnout. Over the last few years, baseball had generated an abundance of news, none of it especially good. Rather than researching stories at the ballpark, most of my baseball “coverage” consisted of hunching over my desk like a garment worker, talking in conspiratorial whispers to labor lawyers, agents, investment bankers, doping experts, orthopedic surgeons, insurance brokers, disgruntled umpires, and vituperative taxpayers. The high point was the day I broke the news that retired superstar Jose Canseco had finally admitted pumping his body with anabolic steroids during his playing career.
I was so caked with baseball muck that I couldn’t watch a ballgame without working myself into a lather about some tangential issue. Name a team, and I could tell you more than you’d ever want to know about the liquidity of its ownership group and a lot less than you’d expect about its pitching rotation.
It was then that I actually started to envy those Rotisserie nutjobs. If anything, they had the opposite problem. While I was consumed by steroids and ballpark financing, whatever punch they were drinking had intoxicated them to the point where they could dismiss, if not fully ignore, the game’s systemic problems. While I’d forgotten what it was like to watch a ballgame when you have an emotional investment in the outcome, these people had an emotional investment in the outcome of every pitch.
The following November I arranged to cut back on my column schedule at the Journal to spend the entire next season exploring the parallel galaxy of Rotisserie baseball. The question was no longer whether to play. It was which league to join.
 
Jacque Jones is bent forward now, elbows on knees, still poring over the Baseball Forecaster. Six minutes have turned to ten, and he’s barely finished with the Ms. If he wasn’t anchoring the book with a thumb in the center crease, I’d be tempted to grab it and make a dash for the parking lot.
It’s not that Jones is overreacting. At this particular moment in baseball history the timeless game of white-ash bats and emerald lawns is being upended by the notion that the inherent value of a ballplayer is, at bottom, far more quantifiable than most people realize. There’s a growing school of belief, inside and outside the game, that the old scouts, the traditional surveyors of baseball talent, might someday be replaced by laptops.
Two events had tilted the balance. The first came in November 2002 when the Boston Red Sox announced that Bill James, the standard bearer of baseball’s analytical revolution, would join the team as an adviser. The following spring, Michael Lewis published the bestseller Moneyball, which revealed the quantitative magic that helped the Oakland A’s win so many games on a shoestring budget.
Suddenly, numbers were hip.
For elite Rotisserie players like Ron Shandler, this cultural shift was a welcome development, though long overdue. Shandler and others like him had embraced the statistical revolution years ago, in large part because they had no choice. For outsiders who weren’t privy to the intelligence collected by scouts, coaches, and trainers, the numbers were the only means of making informed, unemotional decisions in Rotisserie drafts. And after years of tweaking their formulas, these experts had become better at reading the numbers than all but a handful of major-league general managers.
For Jacque Jones, this sea change couldn’t have come at a worse time. Back before the statheads rose to prominence, baseball would have embraced a guy like him. He played good defense, he could run a bit, he hit for average and power and wasn’t afraid to play hurt. The fact that he hit .300 on a team that won its division two years in a row would have been proof enough of his value.
Better still, Jones was the kind of player people could relate to. He wasn’t exceedingly tall or freakishly proportioned or preposterously muscled. Coming up, scouts told him he was too small to hit home runs and too slow to steal bases. What they didn’t know was that Jones was a firm believer in the great American tradition of working your ass off. He made it despite them.
But in the new baseball calculus, Jones was suddenly suspect. To mathematicians like Shandler, his defects weren’t physical limitations that could be overcome at the gym; they were psychological. Jones swung at too many first pitches, he walked too infrequently and struck out too often. His on-base percentage was too low; his homerun totals were dubious, given his growing tendency to hit ground balls; and his batting average had been bloated by an unusually high rate of hits per balls in play. The clear implication is that Jones isn’t as good as he is lucky.
Because of these prejudices, and concerns about his size and speed, Jones has not been able to secure his baseball future beyond the end of this season when his contract with the Twins expires, assuming he lasts that long. A few days from now, Terry Ryan, Minnesota’s general manager, will make a rare appearance at batting practice to tell Jones there’s no truth to a rumor, printed that day, that he’s about to be traded to Los Angeles. It will be the first Jones has heard of this. Soon afterward, there will be so much speculation about his future that Twins manager Ron Gardenhire, noticing the strain on his right fielder, will attempt to lighten the mood by greeting him in the clubhouse with a question.
“Jacque, you still here?”
Jones is now finished with the Forecaster. He closes it firmly and flips it over to have a look at the author photo. Shandler is wearing a black shirt and tossing a baseball in the air, his head cocked. When I first saw the picture, it seemed sort of jaunty, but now, in the hands of Jones, I observe that Shandler’s lips are pursed and his graying beard is slightly unkempt. The whites of his eyes are magnified by his glasses, and one side of his face is cast in shadow. Upon further review, he looks like an ax murderer.
“It’s sad that people write books like this,” Jones says with deliberate softness. “I hit .300 in the major leagues and still people are writing this stuff.”
Jones hands the Forecaster back to me, visibly deflated but still determined to defend himself. He offers a list of reasons why Ron Shandler is wrong: Some hitters take more time to mature, luck is a big part of baseball, and it’s good to hit ground balls because they force errors. If he’d listened to the opinions of so-called experts, he’d have quit this game years ago.
“All this stuff can be rebutted,” he insists.
In the ensuing silence, Jones notices a sheet of paper stuck in the back of my notebook that’s covered with numbers. It’s my personal evaluation of Jones, one of hundreds I’d drawn up back home in New York, never imagining that a ballplayer would want to read it.
“What’s this?” he asks.
 
I’d prefer to claim that it came to me in a dream and I woke up bathed in celestial light or that I heard about it from a disembodied voice on a subway platform. But the truth is that I stumbled upon it in the way so many of us find our destinies these days: I followed a few links on the Internet, and boom, there it was.
Tout Wars: Battle of the Experts.
Founded by Ron Shandler in 1998, Tout Wars is, by any reasonable standard, the national championship of Rotisserie baseball. To be invited, you have to have one foot in the fantasy-baseball information business, whether it’s running a Roto advice site, publishing a book of projections, working for a baseball-statistics company, or writing a column for some prominent Rotisserie organ. In other words, you need to be engaged in the business of “touting” ballplayers.
The Tout Wars auction is held at the end of March in a hotel conference room near some major airport, like O’Hare or LaGuardia. There are two separate competitions, one where the player pool is limited to the American League and the other to the National League. The auctions are broadcast on the Internet and dissected by fans in a chatroom. There’s no prize money, no trophy, and no celebratory banquet for the winner. To the men who compete in this contest (and they’re all men) the only payoff is the right to brag. And judging from the blurbs on their books and Web sites, brag they do.
Last year’s roster of contestants includes three lawyers, only one of whom is practicing. There’s an MBA, a Hollywood screenwriter, a pair of computer engineers, and a guy with a master’s in Victorian literature. Most of them appear to be in their thirties, while a handful are over fifty. They hail from Los Angeles and Chicago to the Washington suburbs and dozens of points between. In addition to Ron Shandler, whose three Tout Wars titles are the most of anyone, there are a few names I’ve seen before: Mat Olkin, the 1999 American League champion, writes an occasional baseball statistics column for USA Today ’s Sports Weekly, and Jason Grey, the defending AL champion, is a regular fantasy-baseball advice columnist on Sports Illustrated’s Web site.
As I click through the photos from the 2003 draft, there’s only one common thread: Nobody is smiling. Some of the Tout warriors look mildly scared, others unmistakably hostile. Nobody seems to have shaved, and a few have random tufts of hair sticking up at odd angles, as if they’d forsaken showers. These people have taken a goofy parlor game and turned it into a winner-take-all death match. They don’t just want to beat you, they want to chew your organs.
Nonetheless, the notion of joining this league stuck to me like a dollop of ballpark mustard. Some of the lure, I’ll admit, was my own intellectual vanity. If I was going to devote all my brainpower to playing this game, what was the sense in aiming low? Just as intriguing was the fact that the more I looked into the matter, the more I could tell that these guys were going places.
One Tout Wars alumnus was already working in the front office of the Toronto Blue Jays and another had caught on as a scout for the Milwaukee Brewers. One current player had a contract to do confidential research for the Boston Red Sox, another had recently been contacted by the New York Mets, and every year a handful of major-league teams ordered copies of Ron Shandler’s Baseball Forecaster. Tout Wars wasn’t just a bunch of hobbyists gone haywire, it was a laboratory for new baseball ideas.
But the most compelling reason to play was also the most straightforward one: I was convinced that I could compete at a high level. While some of these touts clearly had contacts inside the game, there’s no way any of them had a baseball Rolodex deeper than mine. While they evaluated players by the numbers from their various cubicles, I could pick up the phone and talk to a scout or a general manager and get the real story. I had to believe that my years of experience as a reporter were worth at least as much, if not a hair more, than the sum total of their number crunching.
Moreover, I was in a position to do something these guys could never dream of. With ready access to press credentials, I could spend a year systematically managing my own team. I’m not talking about juggling my lineup once in a while but actually showing up at the ballpark and working with the players I drafted: learning their idiosyncrasies, passing along tips from scouts, lobbying managers on their behalf, or just taking them out in the middle of a slump for a frosty one. In other words, treating them like people.
Playing in Tout Wars would be a noble experiment. A chance to determine, once and for all, which device was better at predicting a ballplayer’s performance: the laptop or the human eye, cold, hard data or gut hunches and intuition. If I could interpret human intelligence the way these guys decode the numbers, I was sure I could do more than just tread water in this league. I could win.
On a cold, gray day in December 2003, I sat down at my desk, cleared my throat, and picked up the phone.
“Shandler Enterprises,” said the voice on the line.
“Uh, yes. Is Ron Shandler in?”
“Speaking.”
After introducing myself, I launched into my pitch, which I’d carefully laid out on a series of index cards and rehearsed in the shower. The problem, of course, was that I didn’t meet any of the criteria for membership in Tout Wars: My Rotisserie credentials weren’t just lacking, they were nonexistent. And while I did cover baseball, I also wrote about hockey, basketball, boxing, and the Tour de France. My only hope was that back in 1998, a pair of sportswriters from Newsday and the New York Post played in Tout Wars and finished in the middle of the pack. As far as I could tell, they hadn’t disgraced themselves.
Though I stammered a bit, my argument was lucid, persuasive, and altogether brilliant, or at least I thought so. “That’s interesting,” Shandler said once I’d finished. His voice was flat and faint, as if he were talking to me from Alaska, and he sounded sort of exasperated. Shandler said he’d have to check with the other guys in the league, so I asked him how long he thought this would take.
“Not long,” he said.
Two weeks later, after my application had been batted around via e-mail by the broader Tout Wars membership, the phone rang. It was Jason Grey, the current league administrator.
“I have news,” he said.
I held my breath.
“Welcome to Tout Wars.”
 
After two months of shaking the trees for confidential baseball data, I’d collected two unusual bits of information about Jacque Jones, which were laid out in detail on the evaluation sheet he’s just pinched from my notebook.
One says that 38 percent of the pitches Jones swings at are outside the strike zone, making him, as my data sheet says, “one of the least selective batters in the major leagues.” Another stat shows that the season before, Jones had turned twenty more weakly hit balls into base hits than the average ballplayer, a curious feat for a hitter who’s not especially fast. These figures only back up the unspoken point Shandler made in his book: that when you break his performance down to its component parts, Jones appears to be playing at a level he cannot sustain.
Jones lets the paper hang limply from his fingers. “Look, I’m never satisfied,” he says, staring at the carpet. “Last year was a difficult year. I was very disappointed with the results. It burned in the off-season. I’ve let everything go now, but it hurt for a while.” Jones claps a hand over his eyes and squeezes it. He runs his palm over his forehead and down to the base of his neck. His eyelids are heavy. “Sometimes when you’re winning, people don’t realize how hard it was,” he says in a near whisper. “It’s tough to survive in baseball. People have family issues, problems you don’t even know about. It’s tough enough to play the game when you’re healthy.”
Jones hands the sheet of paper back to me without hurry or malice. He’s still crouching forward, his car keys wrapped around one finger, betraying no desire to get up and leave. The only sound in the locker room is the buzz of a dying fluorescent bulb.
When I came here to visit the Twins, Jones was one of the players I wanted to meet most. Not because the mathematicians love him, but precisely because they do not. If I was going to compete at the highest levels of Rotisserie, I knew I would have to find cases where the numbers failed to tell the whole story. I’d come here to see if there was something about Jones, some incalculable trait that explained how he’d been able to defy the percentages. As he sits here, torturing himself on a sun-splashed afternoon, I have my answer. No matter how much the scouts or the statheads trash him, Jacque Jones will always find a way to succeed. Not because he’s the most gifted ballplayer, but because he can’t bear to imagine the alternative.
Standing up to go, collecting all my incendiary materials, I feel a concussive wave of guilt. As a sort of peace offering, I tell Jones that despite all this stuff, the data, the numbers, I’m still thinking about picking him for my Rotisserie team.
“What do you think?” I ask.
There’s no smile this time, only a faraway glance. Then a shrug.
“It’s up to you,” he says.
Jacque Jones just made the cut.


THE PRESEASON



The Winter Meetings

December 2003
Austin Metzger of Rochester, New York, decided to join an online fantasy baseball league and compete against eleven people he had never met. Through a solid draft and a few decent trades, “Austin’s Team” shot up in the standings and eventually finished second. Only then did Austin Metzger reveal his secret: He’s eight.
 
Under a hanging moon on the second Friday night in December, the streets of New Orleans are thick with the usual crowd of tap dancers, pickpockets, transvestites, police horses, and huggy drunks from Nova Scotia. It’s barely past supper time, and the gutters are already choked with daiquiri cups.
Or so I’m told.
For the last ten hours I’ve been circling the lobby of the Marriott on Canal Street like a mallwalker on amphetamines, stopping only so often to slouch against a wall and stretch my knotted calf muscles. The occasion is Major League Baseball’s winter meetings, an annual convention where everybody who’s anybody in the horsehide bureaucracy gathers under one roof to mix, mingle, and talk shop.
There’s Tommy Lasorda over by the revolving doors, his potbelly protruding from a cream sport coat. Superagent Scott Boras, looking tan and smug in jeans and a sweater-vest, holds court with reporters ten paces from the lobby Christmas tree. Jack McKeon of the Florida Marlins—last seen winning the World Series—stands to my left, chewing an unlit cigar. Over by the bar obscured by a wall of plastic ferns, a pair of general managers, John Schuerholz of the Atlanta Braves and Walt Jocketty of the St. Louis Cardinals, are politely negotiating a five-player trade.
For the dozens of reporters on hand, this weekend is an exercise in competitive stalking. Interviews aren’t so much scheduled here as they are accidents of timing. If you spot Chicago Cubs general manager Jim Hendry locked in conversation near the elevators, the trick is to check his pivot foot to see which way he’s likely to break. Guess correctly, and your prize is three minutes of his time.
But even with an ESPN satellite truck idling outside, the winter meetings don’t generate a lot of news anymore, unless you consider “Blue Jays Pick Up Justin Speier” one for the history books. “A dry hump” is how one baseball official describes them. Over by the escalators, Anthony McCarron of the New York Daily News is bracing himself against the back of a chair. “This,” he says, “is the worst assignment in sports.”
Years ago, the winter meetings were an intimate affair, a baseball salon where a crackling fire and a steady flow of Scotch loosened the lips of baseball executives. Bawdy stories were told, blockbuster trades executed, and dynasties artfully shaped. These days it’s more like a swap meet.
Just about everybody in the building has something to sell, whether it’s an agent peddling an unsigned client, an unemployed pitching coach looking for a fresh start in the minors, or a salesman hawking foam fingers that glow in the dark. As a rule, the more time you loiter, the less important you are and the more likely you’ll be to earn the weekend’s lowest designation, First Team, All-Lobby.
At the bottom of the food chain is the mob of eager collegians that flocks here every year, all hopped up on Bill James and hell-bent on landing a job with a big-league club in “baseball ops.” They sleep five to a motel room, charge their cellphones in the lobby outlets, and pass out résumés on Kinkos card stock. Some wear blue blazers and introduce themselves as “Brian from Harvard,” while others describe the valuable experience they gained Xeroxing game notes for the Montgomery Biscuits. The moment anyone over the age of thirty tries to take a breather for a few seconds, as I’ve just done, they’ll descend like a swarm of tsetse flies.
The one standing before me now is named Scott. A few hours ago, I’d seen him wandering the lobby dressed like one of Al Capone’s hitmen: black pants, black shirt, yellow tie, and a bulky canvas duffel bag that, when slung over his shoulder, bends him forward like a bridge troll. He’s a bit plump and sweating from the exertion.
“You here looking for a job?” I ask.
Scott nods, drops the duffel, and begins telling his story. This is his third pilgrimage to the winter meetings. Last year, he landed a job in the marketing department of a minor-league team, passing out bobbleheads and the like. What he really wants, of course, is a job in a big-league front office, and to that end, he’s been keeping an eye out for Montreal Expos general manager Omar Minaya. “I chased him all over Opryland last year,” he says, proudly.
On a whim, I ask him if he plays Rotisserie. He nods again.
“How’d your team do?”
“You mean my teams.”
Scott the minor-league intern plays in eight Roto leagues. The competition is so intense, he says, that he used to stay up until three o’clock every morning, waiting for Yahoo! to update the standings. For the next ten minutes, he walks me through his shrewdest trades last season, his favorite being Albert Pujols for Mark Prior. Finally, after checking the hands of a watch I’m not actually wearing, I simply turn and start walking. “Wait,” he says. “I haven’t even told you about my pitching staff!”
The Tout Wars draft has been tentatively scheduled for Saturday, March 27, somewhere in New York, which gives me fifteen weeks to prepare. These proceedings, then, represent the first leg of my Rotisserie odyssey. I haven’t come here to gather news, exactly, but to chase after baseball intimates, copy down their cellphone numbers, and pump them for classified information about ballplayers.
I’m still not entirely sure why the members of Tout Wars agreed to extend me an invitation, but there was apparently no dissent. I’d like to think that these guys devour my weekly columns and think I’m positively brilliant, but I have a hunch the reason they allowed me to join is so they can thoroughly beat my ass. The last “insider” who tried his hand at Tout Wars was a guy named David Rawnsley, a former assistant scouting director for the Houston Astros, who wound up finishing ninth.
Even so, standing here at the Marriott with a blank notebook, surrounded by the guardians of baseball’s most classified intelligence, I’m feeling a lot more cocky than intimidated. No matter what my Tout Wars opponents might be doing to prepare for the season, they’re not doing it here.
Extracting useful information from real baseball executives in the name of winning your Rotisserie league is, at the moment, sort of hard. Spring training is still two months away, and, I’m told, it’s a little premature to be making judgments about players. “Call me at home in a couple weeks,” says Omar Minaya. “That’s a question for spring training,” says new Boston manager Terry Francona. At this point I’m not even sure which set of players to focus on—the Tout Wars elders haven’t decided whether to put me in the American League or National League side of the contest. Then there’s the thorny issue of why anybody who makes a living trying to win baseball games would disclose secrets to a Rotisserie geek. “I can’t help you with that,” barks Bill Stoneman, the flinty GM of the Anaheim Angels. “Scouting information is confidential.”
On those occasions when the insiders do talk, they don’t always agree. Over by the bar, I collar San Diego Padres GM Kevin Towers, who has nothing but praise for one of his young pitchers, Jake Peavy. “He’s smart, he studies the game and watches a lot of video,” Towers says, sipping a Bud Light. “I sat down with him when he was eighteen, and he was talking about how hitters don’t make adjustments. I could have been talking with Greg Maddux.” Minutes later, I bump into Scott Boras, who happens to be the agent who represents Greg Maddux. When I tell him what Towers has just said, he nearly spits out a mouthful of Poland Spring.
PEAVY?
After completing yet another lap, I take a post between a marble column and a ceramic pot to stalk my next victim. But in five seconds I can feel somebody’s gaze. My pursuer is a tall guy with a backpack and a practical haircut who’s wearing a white dress shirt with no coat and the kind of explosively colorful tie you wear when you don’t wear ties very often. He has the tan, lanky, and slightly stooped look of someone who spends a fair amount of time hiking. Technically he’s one of the kids, but from the creases at the corners of his eyes I can tell he’s pushing forty. Our eyes meet. I’m a dead man.
“My name’s Sig,” he says.
The man who calls himself Sig tells me he’s flown to New Orleans from his home in Silicon Valley to try to fulfill a dream he’s had since the first time he flipped over a baseball card and saw numbers on the back: getting a job mining data for a major-league ballclub. He reaches into his backpack and hands me a color brochure he’s been distributing. The theme: why your baseball team should hire Sig. “I can’t provide you with traditional scouting,” it says. “I wouldn’t know a player tipping his pitches from one tipping his cap. But I can provide you with advanced and thorough quantitative analysis.”
Sig works for NASA as a biomathematician in the Fatigue Countermeasures Group, where he helps determine, among other things, the optimal sleep schedules for astronauts. Before that, he had a job with the Air Force, where he was engaged in the business of launching spy satellites from the space shuttle. He has a B.S. in aeronautical and mechanical engineering and two master’s degrees—one in mathematical modeling and another in human-factors engineering. In his spare time, he’s finishing a Ph.D. in applied mathematics and statistics. He didn’t tell his NASA colleagues why he was coming to New Orleans, he says, because they would have thought he was insane.
Inside the brochure, there’s a picture of Sig looking earnest in front of a giant NASA placard as well as an inexplicable photo of Don Mattingly standing in the outfield grass beneath a giant billboard of a hot dog. In a text box, Sig promises innovative insights into how players age, how to make sense of minor-league data, and the wisdom of signing veterans to fat contracts. He lists a range of statistical tools he’s familiar with: logistic regression, stochastic processes, and Markov chains. On the back is a smattering of quotes, including one from Leonardo da Vinci (“No human investigation can be called true science without passing through mathematical tests”) and one from Billy Beane, the unabashedly quantitative GM of the Oakland A’s (“If he’s that good a hitter, why doesn’t he hit better?”).
When I ask Sig what he thinks he can bring to a major-league team, he explains he’s got a spreadsheet on his laptop containing the complete statistics of every ballplayer who’s worn a uniform since the Korean War, which he can use to divine heretofore unknown truths. He says he’s a member of the Society for American Baseball Research (SABR), which recently published a paper he wrote on the surprisingly large influence pitchers have in throwing out basestealers. Sig seems to have no doubt that given the right opportunity, he’ll find a way to break the game of baseball down into a series of equations, all of which end with a tidy figure on the right side of an equals sign.
Sig offers me a business card, which I take politely and stuff into a front pocket of my pants. I wish him good luck and then step off, notebook in hand, to resume my perambulations. I can’t imagine what might happen if a guy this hypereducated got ahold of a major-league baseball team. Algorithms in the dugout? Baserunners with jetpacks? I’ll say this for baseball’s winter meetings: You meet the damnedest people.
 
Observe the crowd at the Marriott long enough, and every so often you’ll see a skinny guy, no more than forty, lurking around the edges of the room. He’ll be wearing hair gel or a goatee or maybe some fashionable trousers. He’s usually carrying something: a laptop, a thick binder, or a cappuccino. Chances are he’s one of the new front-office appliances—the latest wave of prestigiously schooled assistant GMs and in-house statisticians, people who like to slip terms like “sample size” and “equivalent adjusted ERA” into casual conversation. Few, if any of them, ever played the game, but they’re not the least bit humbled by the fact. They consider themselves to be just as genetically blessed as the ballplayers, only in the brainpower department. For the most part, they don’t socialize. To them, baseball is a business, and backslapping is just another market inefficiency.
On the other side of the
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