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  FIRST BASE


  Looking at the collection of players who have manned the position for the Pittsburgh Pirates over the years, it seemed like an easy task naming the greatest first baseman in the history of the franchise. Willie Stargell was one of the most powerful hitters baseball has ever seen and won a National League Most Valuable Player Award while playing first in 1979, the last season the Bucs won the World Series.


  Pops, as he was called later in his career, played 869 games at the position. Only five first basemen in Pirate history have played more, so it should be a foregone conclusion he would capture the top spot on the all-time All-Star team. There was one thing that went against Stargell; he played a team record 1,481 games in left field, making him only eligible for that position on this legendary squad. Because of that, this one-sided race became a wide-open affair.


  In the annals of Pirate baseball, first base for the most part has been a spot manned by players who have not been considered among the best in the game. For Fred Clarke, the manager who presided over the team’s preeminent dynasty, the position was his biggest headache.


  In the first two decades of the 20th century it was a carousel of starters at first, most of whom are nothing more than footnotes in Pirate lore. It started out well with Kitty Bransfield manning first between 1901 and 1904. He had a fine first three seasons, hitting .288, but after slumping to .223 in 1904 he was sent to Philadelphia for Del Howard as the carousel began.


  Howard hit .295 the next season, but he was part of the Vic Willis trade that brought the Hall of Fame pitcher to Pittsburgh. Joe Nealon took over in 1906, leading the National League in RBIs with 83 but was gone from the majors after the 1907 campaign, eventually dying from tuberculosis in 1910. Men like Harry Swacina, Alan Storke, Jim Kane, and Bill Abstien tried to take over at first, but none could maintain the starting nod for a significant period of time. Abstien, who was a better hitter than the group he is included with above, had such a disastrous 1909 World Series with nine strikeouts, five costly errors, and a few senseless baserunning decisions that he was sold to St. Louis despite a solid regular season.


  Newt Hunter, the great Honus Wagner, Hall of Fame manager Bill McKechnie, Mickey Keliher, Bill Keon, and second baseman Dots Miller then tried their hand at first with no one able to hold on to the starting spot for a significant period.


  After Clarke retired in 1915, other Pirate managers would inherit the jinx at first. Ed Konetchy was supposed to be the answer as many thought he’d be the Bucs’ new star; he was anything but. Doc Johnson, Fritz Mollwitz, Bunny Brief, and Vic Saier all tried and failed at the position. Finally, in 1920, after 19 years of futility at first, Charlie Grimm came to the Steel City and became a stabilizing force. The first base jinx was over at last.


  Things got better for the franchise at the position afterward, and while there isn’t a wide array of Hall of Fame talent vying for the top nod, there certainly have been many players at first who have been key components to some good Pirate teams over the years.


  The top contenders for the team’s all-time greatest first basemen include Dick Stuart, Kevin Young, George Grantham, Elbie Fletcher, Bobby Robertson, Gus Suhr, Donn Clendenon, and Jake Beckley.


  Dick Stuart spent five years in a Pirates uniform and showed nice power, especially considering he played at Forbes Field, a park that was considerably unkind to power hitters, especially right-handed ones. Over the course of his career in a Pittsburgh uniform, he was a dominant hitter over the average first baseman of the time, leading in home runs (117 vs. 69), RBIs (390 vs. 311), slugging percentage (.512 vs. .472), and OPS (on base percentage plus slugging percentage) (.839 vs. .821) while falling behind in batting average (.273 vs. .280) and OBA (on base average) (.326 vs. .349).


  Stuart’s offensive numbers certainly put him in the conversation for the top Pirate first baseman. The convincing argument against him is his play defensively. As well-known as Dick Stuart was for his home runs, his ineptitude defensively seems a more important part of his dossier. So bad was Stuart defensively that it inspired his nickname, Dr. Strangeglove.


  From a statistical standpoint, his FRAA (Fielding Runs Above Average), a sabermetric statistic that helps judge a player’s overall defensive effectiveness, is a –25. To put this in perspective, an average player over the course of the year will expect to have a +0.6 rating. A –5 per year is a poor defensive player, which is what Stuart averages over his time in Pittsburgh. In ten major-league seasons, the San Francisco native led the league in errors by a first baseman an astonishing seven times. Dr Strangeglove was truly an inspired moniker.


  Kevin Young is the lone 21st-century candidate on the list, although by the 21st century his effectiveness was mostly diminished. He was a highly touted prospect as the Pirates’ winning ways were coming to an end in the early 1990s. He was the 100th best prospect in the game according to Baseball America in 1992 and rose to 35th a year later. When he finally made the major leagues in 1993 and was handed the first base spot for the Bucs, he appeared to be not as good as advertised. After three seasons where he averaged .230 with only 13 homers combined, Pittsburgh seemed to admit they made a mistake and released him in 1996.


  Young was picked up by the Kansas City Royals but did no better and was released following his lone year in a Royal uniform. The Pirates decided to take another shot at him, re-signing him before the 1997 campaign. Luckily the second time around in the Steel City proved to be a more effective one for the Alpena, Michigan, native.


  Young finally reached his potential with two 100 RBI campaigns and showed adequate power. He was also a solid defensive first baseman for most of his career until he led the National League in errors by a first baseman in 1999 and 2000. While his FRAA was a very solid +29 for his career with Pittsburgh, an outstanding mark when considering his poor –10 in 2000 is part of the calculation, his offensive statistics when compared to fellow first basemen during the aggressive offensive era that he played in hurt his chances for the all-time team.


  On the surface Young’s statistics look good, but when compared to his contemporaries during one of the game’s greatest hitting eras, they become less so. Young is behind the average first baseman in just about every category including home runs (136 vs. 154), RBIs (583 vs. 610), average (.259 vs. .276), OBA (.324 vs. .358), slugging (.437 vs. .470), and OPS (.762 vs. .828). He did have better than average speed for his position, leading the average first baseman in steals (80 vs. 39), including 22 in 1999, but his lack of discipline at the plate is very apparent, striking out 855 times versus a position average of 714, and walking only 325 times.


  George Grantham was a pivotal member of the 1927 National League champions. As with Willie Stargell, Grantham could be considered for two positions on the team, second base or first base. An alumnus of Northern Arizona University, Grantham was the starting second baseman on the 1927 National League champion Pirates, but nonetheless over the course of his career in Pittsburgh he played more games at first than second by a small margin, 506 to 407.


  He was a better defensive first baseman than second baseman, but except for a great season at first in 1928 with a +11 FRAA, he was below average at both positions. He was so bad that like Stuart it inspired his nickname, “Boots.” It wasn’t for his defense though that one would consider George Grantham for such an honor; he was a great offensive talent with unusual power for the position in the 1920s.


  A fast player who hit leadoff for the team before Lloyd Waner came aboard, Grantham smacked 18 home runs in 1930, a Pirates record for a second baseman until Bill Mazeroski topped it in 1958. His offensive résumé is very good, as he was better than the average man at his position in home runs (74 vs. 43), RBIs (508 vs. 499), average (.315 vs. .311), OBA (410 vs. .372), slugging (.491 vs. .447) and OPS (.901 vs. .819).


  The problem with his candidacy here is twofold: poor fielding and some of his best seasons, including his greatest campaign in 1930 when he had career highs in home runs (18), RBIs (99), hits (179), and runs (120), came while he was playing second base.


  Elbie Fletcher started professional baseball in a unique way. Growing up in Milton, Massachusetts, Fletcher entered and won a contest to see which Boston-area high school player would be most likely to play Major League Baseball, with the prize being an invitation to the Boston Braves spring training camp. He eventually proved those who voted for him in the contest correct as he made the Braves in 1934 and stayed with them until June 1939 when he was dealt to the Pirates for Bill Schuster and cash.


  Fletcher had adequate home-run power, slightly less though than the average first baseman at the time, but he had patience at the plate, walking 625 times in his seven seasons in the Steel City, while only striking out on 306 occasions. Expectedly with such stats his OBA was very impressive as he led the National League three times in this statistical category. His best season came in 1940 when he compiled 16 homers and 104 RBIs, the only time he would break the century plateau. Unfortunately he was slightly below the average first baseman in just about every other category than OBA, falling behind in homers (60 vs. 68), RBIs (464 vs. 504), batting (.279 vs. .285) and slugging (.412 vs. .424), while nudging ahead in OBA (.403 vs. .364), and OPS (.815 vs. .788).


  A slick-fielding first baseman who led the circuit in fielding percentage in 1943 and six times in assists while in a Pirate uniform, Fletcher made the top 20 three times in the National League’s MVP race and he was selected to the All-Star Game in 1943, a year before he joined the Navy during World War II.

  
  [image: Elbie Fletcher was a first baseman for the Pirates in the World War II era. He had average power at best but hit .279 for Pittsburgh and eclipsed 100 RBIs in 1940 with 104. He went into the Navy in 1944 for two years. In the photo above, he is being congratulated by his teammates after a home run on July 8, 1943. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE PITTSBURGH PIRATES]

  
    

    Elbie Fletcher was a first baseman for the Pirates in the World War II era. He had average power at best but hit .279 for Pittsburgh and eclipsed 100 RBIs in 1940 with 104. He went into the Navy in 1944 for two years. In the photo above, he is being congratulated by his teammates after a home run on July 8, 1943. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE PITTSBURGH PIRATES


  


  Elbie had a fine career with Pittsburgh, but the fact a significant portion of his success with the Pirates came during World War II, when the majority of the players were in the armed forces serving their country, does detract from his consideration for the team’s best first baseman.


  When Bob Robertson took over at first for the Pirates in 1970, he proved to have prodigious power, so impressive that some thought he might be the next Ralph Kiner or Mickey Mantle. Nicknamed the “Mount Savage Strongboy” in honor of the Maryland town he grew up in, Robertson had a phenomenal first season as a starter, hitting 27 home runs and a career-high 82 RBIs while finishing 27th in the National League MVP vote.


  He made a national name for himself a year later as an important part of the 1971 world champion Pirates in both the National League Championship Series (NLCS) and the World Series. In Game 2 of the NLCS at San Francisco’s Candlestick Park, Bob tied an MLB postseason record with three home runs. He followed that up with a memorable shot against the Baltimore Orioles in Game 3 of the Fall Classic. With men on first and second and no one out, manager Danny Murtaugh wanted Robertson to do something he hadn’t done all year: bunt. Legend has it the Maryland native “missed” the sign before he hit a three-run homer that would spur the team, which was down 2–0 in the series at the time, to a world championship. Long after the incident Robertson insinuated that he saw the sign but disagreed with it. Regardless it remains one of the most memorable longballs in team history.


  Just as his career was unfolding as potentially one of the best in franchise history, he slumped at the plate in 1972, before knee and back injuries shortened his career. As Mike Burke of the Cumberland Times–News so aptly put it in a story he wrote on the slugger in 2005, “Robby had 500-home run power, he was saddled with 115-home run health.”


  Born in San Francisco, Gus Suhr is the most tenured person at the position. Known for his then National League record 822 consecutive games played, a mark that remains the

  
  [image: First baseman Gus Suhr was a staple in the Pirate lineup during the 1930s. While a solid player, he is most known for his durability. He set the record at the time for the most consecutive games played in the National League with 822. It is still the 10th-most consecutive games played in major-league history as of 2019. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE PITTSBURGH PIRATES]
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  team record, Suhr had a solid if not spectacular career. He also holds the team record for games played at first by a significant margin, 1,365 compared to Kevin Young’s second-best mark of 1,084.


  He was the epitome of average statistically. Below average at first with a career –53 FRAA, and as of 2019 91st in major-league history in errors committed at first, Suhr was solid offensively, especially after new manager George Gibson adjusted his stance in 1932 following a subpar sophomore campaign in 1931.


  His home-run percentage was 1.59 percent, right at the position average and slightly above the major-league average at the time, while his selective batting eye prompted 679 walks in Pittsburgh when the average first baseman only walked 471 times. His weakness was his .279 batting average.


  The 1930s was a high batting average era for first basemen. While teams averaged in the .280s during his time, first base-men hit on average .300, although Lou Gehrig’s .340 average and Jimmie Foxx’s .325 mark perhaps inflated those numbers a bit.


  Even though he gets lost in a time when some of the best first basemen in the history of the game played, including Bill Terry, Hank Greenberg, and Johnny Mize along with Gehrig and Foxx, Suhr nonetheless had a very solid career for the Bucs. On top of his iron man status, he topped the century mark in RBIs on three occasions, including a career-best 118 in 1935, and had very good gap power, accumulating 276 doubles and 112 triples in his 10 seasons with Pittsburgh, both significantly above the major-league and position averages for the time. Selected to play in the 1936 All-Star Game, Suhr makes a solid case for himself for the top spot in the all-time All-Star first base race.


  Overall Suhr led the star-studded group of first basemen in his era in RBIs (789 vs. 760) and OBA (.366 vs. .362) while slipping below in homers (79 vs. 82), batting average as mentioned above, slugging (.427 vs. .448), and OPS (.794 vs. .810). He may not have been the equal of the superstars who played the position in his time, but his consistency at the plate and his dependability were important parts of some good Pirate teams during the 1930s.


  As far as the most interesting players to man first base for the team, perhaps no one comes close to Donn Clendenon. More known as the hero for the 1969 New York Mets in the World Series, where he was named MVP of the Fall Classic, Clendenon had a fascinating life indeed.


  He was mentored at Morehouse College by Martin Luther King Jr., batted as a child against the legendary Satchel Paige, received pro contract offers from the Cleveland Browns and the Harlem Globetrotters, and earned a law degree from Duquesne University in 1978. Despite the above, it was a $500 offer from the Pirates general manager Joe L. Brown and their minor-league director Branch Rickey Jr. that he chose to accept in 1957 after a tryout that included 500 hopefuls.


  Clendenon took over the starting spot in 1963 and quickly became a fine slugger despite playing his home games in cavernous Forbes Field. He struck out far too often, 840 times in eight seasons including 166 his final year in Pittsburgh in 1968, but he was above the position average in all major metrics with the Bucs, including home runs (106 vs. 95), RBIs (488 vs. 464), average (.280 vs. .266), OBA (.332 vs. .329), slugging (.443 vs.


  [image: Donn Clendenon was one of the greatest athletes in team history. After his career at Morehouse College where he was mentored by Martin Luther King Jr., Clendenon received contract offers from the Cleveland Browns and the Harlem Globetrotters. He eventually decided that baseball was what he wanted to pursue and inked a deal with the Pirates. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE PITTSBURGH PIRATES]
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  .419), and OPS (.775 vs. .748). His home-run numbers were probably inflated by one great season in 1966 when he smacked 28 longballs, far over his previous career high of 17, with 98 RBIs.


  Defensively he has conflicting stats. Four times he led the senior circuit in Range Factor at first, but his –19 FRAA in Pittsburgh and the fact he led the league in errors on three occasions tell a different story.


  He clashed with new manager Harry Walker after the former NL batting champion was hired in 1965, but Clendenon did have some of his best seasons under Walker’s tutelage. He struggled somewhat in 1967 and 1968 and the Pirates left him unprotected in the expansion draft following the 1968 campaign. He was selected by the Montreal Expos before going on to his heroics with the Mets.


  He’s rarely mentioned with the best players in Pirate history, but Donn Clendenon had a fine career at first and his power numbers, considering the stadium he played in, plus his unusual speed for a first baseman, stealing 81 bases in his Bucco career including 22 in 1963, make him a worthwhile candidate here.


  The final candidate is Jake Beckley. The first superstar for the franchise after the team joined the National League in 1887, Beckley became a dangerous hitter for the club, batting .343 in his rookie season in 1888. He joined the Pittsburgh Burghers in the ill-fated Players League in 1890 where he excelled with a league-high 22 triples, 123 RBIs, and a .323 average before rejoining Pittsburgh in 1891.


  The team was now known by its current name, the Pirates, and Beckley struggled his next two seasons before becoming one of the best hitters in the game between 1893 and 1895. He was traded to the Giants for Harry Davis and cash in the midst of a disappointing 1896 campaign.


  Defensively, while he was known for the occasional wild throw, he was an average fielder who had an exceptional 1893 campaign with a +23 FRAA. The rest of his time here he was a –2. He led the league once in Range Factor while playing in the Steel City, three times in his career, and has the 30th-highest mark in major-league history. Offensively he is consistently above the position average for his time with the Bucs, leading in home runs (43 vs. 35), RBIs (661 vs. 601), average (.300 vs. .286), OBA (.359 vs. .357), slugging (.442 vs. .399), and OPS (.801 vs. .756). In one of the popular sabermetric stats his Runs Created per game (RC/G) of 7.40 is a remarkable 80 percent higher than the league norm and 73.3 percent over the average first baseman in the late 1800s.


  AND THE WINNER IS . . .


  While the position might be the weakest on this esteemed squad, sometimes it’s the weakest that create the most exciting competition. Bobby Robertson had the talent to be one of the best first basemen in franchise history, but only two fine seasons does not an all-time All-Star make. George Grantham was certainly one of the best hitters of his era and has the stats to compete, but many of his good statistics came with him at second base. In a close contest this was a factor in Grantham falling short.


  Dick Stuart was an impressive power hitter, especially considering he played in Forbes Field, but when you are known as one of the worst defensive first basemen in the history of the game, if not the worst, a defensive deficiency so bad it’s the inspiration for your nickname, it drops you down in the ratings.


  Kevin Young had good career stats in comparison to other first basemen, and he’s one of two Pirates to play over 1,000 games at the position, but he played in a hitters’ era and his statistics rate under the average for his time. He also was named in the Mitchell Report for reportedly buying steroids in 2001 and 2003, which also affects his candidacy. Elbie Fletcher had good numbers relative to the league and position average, but the fact he played a significant portion of his career during World War II, when many players were less than major-league caliber because the majority of the stars were serving their country, is the main reason he does not make the top three.


  Donn Clendenon is the surprise on the list and finishes above the league and position norms in just about every category, although an aberration of 28 home runs in 1966 probably inflates his power numbers a bit.


  The final two candidates are the ones that rose to the top of the list. Gus Suhr is the most tenured first baseman in Pirate history and was a consistent force offensively. While he wasn’t to the caliber of his contemporaries who included Jimmie Foxx, Lou Gehrig, Bill Terry, and Johnny Mize, some of the greatest first basemen in the history of the game, he was a productive solid player in Pittsburgh for almost a decade.


  Jake Beckley is the only Hall of Famer on this list, elected to Cooperstown in 1971, and he spent a significant amount of time with the Pirates. He had some phenomenal hitting seasons and rates superior to the league and position average in almost every offensive category except for stolen bases, although even that statistic is fine for Beckley as he garnered 30 stolen bases in 1892—it just wasn’t to the level of his contemporaries in an era with high stolen base totals. In some past ratings Suhr was rated higher than Beckley due to his longer career with the Bucs and some superior career statistics. Comparing the Hall of Famer’s stats to the league and position average in his time as a Pirate with Suhr’s makes the difference in vaulting Jake Beckley to the top spot in a very close race.


  Starting All-Time Pirate First Baseman: Jake Beckley

  First Reserve: Gus Suhr

  Second Reserve: Donn Clendenon
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  SECOND BASE


  Most of the decisions on the all-time Pirate All-Stars in this book required a great deal of research and debate before I made a final selection. For example when I assessed who the all-time first baseman should be, I kept going back and forth between Gus Suhr and Jake Beckley as the first two choices before selecting Beckley.


  Let’s face it, at second base the first-team choice is about as dramatic as an Alabama–Robert Morris football game. There is really only one player to choose from. That doesn’t mean that the selection of the second-team and third-team All-Star second basemen isn’t a difficult decision. There are many at second who have played a pivotal role in the success of the team over the years. This chapter may just be a battle for the second- and third-place spots, but the battle will include several prominent players and is extremely close.


  The contenders include Dots Miller, George Cutshaw, Frank Gustine, José Lind, Johnny Ray, Neil Walker, Claude Ritchey, Lou Bierbauer, Rennie Stennett, and a man who hails from Wheeling, West Virginia, and just happened to hit arguably the greatest home run in the history of the sport, Bill Mazeroski.


  
  [image: A wild celebration ensued at home plate after Bill Mazeroski hit the only Game 7 walkoff home run in World Series history. His majestic blast over the left field wall gave the Pirates a dramatic 10–9 victory and their third world championship. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE PITTSBURGH PIRATES]
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  Hitting .306 for both Easton and the McKeesport Tubers in the minors during the 1908 season, a young infielder from Kearny, New Jersey, by the name of John Barney Miller got a shot with the Pittsburgh Pirates in spring training before the 1909 campaign. The 22-year-old Miller was given a shot at shortstop as Honus Wagner was delayed in making it to spring training.


  He performed well but had no chance to replace the iconic Wagner. Despite that fact he still made the team and took over the starting spot at second from Ed Abbaticchio, the great two-sport star from Latrobe, Pennsylvania, who was one of the top football players in the era.


  A reporter once asked Wagner who Miller was. Honus said “that’s Miller,” but the reporter misunderstood him thinking he said “Dots Miller.” The name stuck with him, and he became an effective second baseman on the franchise’s first World Series championship squad.


  Miller was a great fielder and gave the Bucs an outstanding double play combination with Wagner, one Giants manager John McGraw felt was the best in the National League. On top of his spectacular defense, with a fine +11 FRAA, Dots also had a good year offensively with a .279 average and an NL third-best 87 RBIs. Miller also finished in the top 10 in hits (156), total bases (222), doubles (31), and triples (13).


  While he slumped in 1910 with a .227 average, he became a model of consistency offensively over his next three seasons, hitting .268, .275, and .272 respectively along with 86 and 90 RBIs in 1912 and 1913. With the team’s glory years behind them, Dots Miller was included in a trade to the Cardinals before the 1914 campaign along with Art Butler, Cozy Dolan, Hank Robinson, and single-season MLB triples record holder Chief Wilson.


  Because of his subpar 1910 season, his batting average does suffer somewhat versus the average second baseman in his era with a .266 mark versus an average of .271, with Miller batting above the mark in his other four seasons in a Pirate uniform. 1910 also costs him in OBA and OPS, although he was superior in extra base hits against the average second baseman (203 vs. 173) and his slugging percentage was still higher than the position average with a .383 mark against .373 and a league average of .358. He also significantly outshone the other second basemen in RBIs with 390, 90 higher than the norm.


  What hurts Dots Miller in his attempt to become the all-time Pirate second baseman was that he spent almost half his career in Pittsburgh as a first baseman. He is in the race for second based on his 397 games at the position versus 298 at first, but with one of his years at second being 1910 it certainly doesn’t help his cause for recognition as one of the best at the position.


  George Cutshaw came up with the Brooklyn Robins (Dodgers) in 1912 and spent his first six seasons with the franchise. He was never a dangerous offensive threat, hitting only .260 with the team, with a .645 OPS, although in 1915 he had a phenomenal contest against the Cubs going 6-for-6, all six hits being singles. While he was below average at the plate, it was his defensive capabilities that the Wilmington, Illinois, native was known for. Nicknamed Clancy, Cutshaw was named the best defensively at his position between 1910 and 1919 by the Society for American Baseball Research (SABR).


  Leading the league four times in putouts, twice in double plays, three times in assists, and once in fielding percentage with the Robins, he was sent to the Pirates before the 1918 campaign with Hall of Famer Casey Stengel for Burleigh Grimes, Al Mamaux, and Chuck Ward. It was with Pittsburgh that he had his best seasons at the plate.


  Finishing 1918 with then career highs in batting average, .285, and OPS, .721, Clancy was eighth in the senior circuit in slugging percentage. He continued his success in the field leading the NL in assists, putouts, and fielding percentage for a second baseman. Cutshaw struggled offensively once again in 1919 and 1920, but a year later he had his greatest season, as a 34-year-old second baseman.


  He hit 85 points above his career mark with a .340 batting average and also had a career-high OPS at .776, 127 points above his .649 career total. Though he had finally earned some respect at the plate, Pittsburgh surprisingly gave the aging player his unconditional release following the 1921 campaign. According to the Olean, New York, Times Express, the decision to move on was the veteran second baseman’s. He wanted to leave the team the year before, but Pirate catcher George Gibson talked him into coming back for one more season. He felt he had spent enough time with the Bucs and simply wanted a change of scenery


  The Pirates granted him his wish and released him. He was picked up by Detroit and ended his career with the Tigers two years later.


  Having his two most successful offensive seasons with the Pirates, Cutshaw’s numbers were much improved in a Pittsburgh uniform. He was slightly above the league average for second basemen in just about every major offensive category including homers (8 vs. 7), RBIs (219 vs. 177), average (.275 vs. .266), slugging (.357 vs. .344), and OPS (.668 vs. .662) while slightly behind in OBA (.311 vs. .319). He continued to excel defensively and ended his career with a .980 fielding percentage, which was a major-league record for a second baseman at the time.


  His short time in a Pirate uniform is probably his biggest deficiency. Even his .340 season of 1921 comes with some issues. He held out during spring training, which gave a young Cotton Tierney an opportunity at second. Both were hitting well in April, Cutshaw at .380 and Tierney at .451, and even though the veteran finished the year at .340, he only had 350 at-bats, splitting time almost evenly with the younger Tierney. Despite the fact his time with the Bucs was limited, his career in Pittsburgh was solid, which puts him in this conversation.


  Frank Gustine may have been born in Hoopeston, Illinois, but he quickly became a popular man in Pittsburgh, even after he retired from the game. He was released by the St. Louis Browns in 1950 at only 30 years old, and returned to the Steel City, coaching for a while before opening up his wildly popular bar in the Oakland section of Pittsburgh not far from Forbes Field. He would also invest in many other businesses including a Sheraton Inn on the city’s south side in a shopping section known as Station Square. Before becoming an entrepreneur, Gustine was a 16-year-old middle infielder in the Pirates system who rose up quickly, taking the field for the Bucs three years later in 1939.


  He rapidly became a fan favorite, starting out as a second baseman before becoming the team’s shortstop during the World War II seasons. A double hernia, along with several other injuries, kept him on the team and out of the service, but they hampered him throughout his career.


  Because of the injuries, Gustine’s stats took the form of a rollercoaster with drastic differences in average from one year to the next. He hit .281 as a 20-year-old during his first full season in 1940, dropping to .270 a year later. In 1942 he had a subpar .229 average, raising it to .290 a year later before falling to .230 in 1944. The Hoopeston native shot up to .280 in the final war campaign of 1945. At that time Frankie had only eight career homers.


  As the stars began returning home in 1946, Gustine was one of the few wartime players who actually improved as the conflict ended. He matched his career home-run total that season as he moved back to second base and made his first of three consecutive All-Star Game appearances. (He actually would have been credited as playing in four All-Star Games, but in 1944 when the game was at Forbes Field, backup shortstop Eddie Miller was injured and they were looking for Gustine to replace him. Frankie was out of town, so they turned to little-used Pirate Frankie Zak to take Miller’s place, since he had remained in Pittsburgh for the game.)


  Gustine moved over to third in 1947 and had his greatest season that year with career high’s in homers (9), RBI’s (67), doubles (30), average (.297), and OPS (.773). In his final three Pittsburgh campaigns, he finally found consistency at the plate.


  After 10 seasons in Pittsburgh, he was traded to the Cubs in 1949 in a deal that included Cliff Chambers, who went on to throw a no-hitter for the Bucs.


  Gustine was out of the game a year later after being released by the Browns, and while he played significant time at second, shortstop, and third for the Pirates, his 500 games at second far outdistanced his 316 games at third and his 367 at short so he can be considered for the greatest in franchise history at second.


  While he played the 10th-most games at the position for the franchise, he appears in the top 10 in only one category while playing second, 10th in hits with 489. In his Pirate career he was very close to the position average in just about every major offensive category including batting average (.268 vs. .263) and RBIs (451 vs. 448) but fell short in slugging (.360 vs. .366) and OPS (.684 vs. .699).


  What will hold Gustine back when looking at the team’s all-time second basemen is his fielding. Frankie had the unique triple crown that saw him lead the league in errors at all three infield positions he played (1940 at second, 1945 at short, and 1947 at third) and leading the National League twice in total errors committed regardless of position. Overall he had a –52 FRAA with the Pirates.


  On the other end of the scale defensively in franchise history was José Lind, adequate at the plate but excellent in the field. It’s ironic that the Gold Glove second baseman might be more known for his ninth-inning blunder in Game 7 of the 1992 National League Championship Series, his last game in a Pirate uniform, then any of the incredible plays he made in his six seasons with Pittsburgh.


  Nicknamed Chico, Lind quickly went through the Pirate system. He was selected to play in both the Eastern League (Double-A) All-Star Game in 1986 and the Midsummer Classic in the Pacific Coast League (Triple-A) a year later, both times mainly for his defensive excellence. Jose debuted with the Bucs in 1987 and became a fixture at second a year later.


  While the Toa Baja, Puerto Rico, native hit .322 in 157 at-bats his rookie campaign, his offense would be mostly below average. The term slap hitter is not one that strikes fear in opposing pitchers for a major-league player. It denotes a hitter with little power who relies on the occasional single to get on base. When speaking of José Lind, it is a very apt description.


  Even though he was almost at the batting average of the typical second baseman during his career in the Steel City (.255 vs. .256), his OBA (.298 vs. .325), slugging (.319 vs. .365), and OPS (.617 vs. .690) were all significantly below the average at his position. He did have his moments, hitting .292 the second half of the 1988 campaign after a poor start to the season, but his major contributions were not at the plate.


  Lind came to the team at the perfect time though. With some of the best hitters in the game such as Andy Van Slyke, Bobby Bonilla, and Barry Bonds on the team, Pittsburgh could afford to keep an offensive liability like Lind in the lineup to give them a great defensive presence up the middle.


  He had impressive numbers in the field, including a 29-consecutive-game errorless streak in 1988 followed by a career-high one of 54 between 1989 and 1990. Four times in his six Pirate seasons he was in the top three in fielding percentage, including leading the league in 1992. That same season he became the first Pittsburgh second baseman in 25 years to be awarded a Gold Glove.


  It was a memorable career with the Bucs, one that ended poorly in Game 7 of the 1992 NLCS. In the bottom of the ninth with his team up 2–0 and about to go to their first World Series in 13 seasons, the sure-handed Lind bobbled a ball hit to him by David Justice. The error kept the Braves alive as Francisco Cabrera hit a two-out single to give Atlanta a 3–2 victory.


  Chico was dealt in the offseason to the Kansas City Royals for Joel Johnston and Dennis Moeller, making his error his final memory in his days in a Pittsburgh uniform. Despite the disappointing way his career ended with the Bucs, his play in the field, which included an impressive +40 FRAA, made him one of the best second basemen in team history.


  Lind’s predecessor at second was one of the first pieces in the franchise’s rebuilding process in the 1980s while the Pirates were beginning to transition following a decade of excellence in the 1970s: Johnny Ray.


  A 12th-round draft pick of the Houston Astros in 1979, he was the key piece in a trade between Houston and Pittsburgh late in the 1981 campaign that saw the Bucs send the popular Phil Garner to the Astros. Ray had a reputation as an effective hitter with good gap power. He quickly shot through the Houston system, hitting .324 in Double-A with Columbus, Georgia, before a .349 1981 campaign with their Triple-A affiliate in Tucson where Ray also led the league with 50 doubles and was selected as the best second baseman in Triple-A by All-American Baseball News and was named to the Topps Triple-A All-Star team.


  The University of Arkansas alum immediately took over Garner’s spot at second in 1981 and hit .245 the final month of the season. A year later his official rookie campaign was a successful one. Ray hit .281 with 30 doubles and


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Starting his major-league career with the Pirates in 1956, Bill Mazeroski became arguably the greatest defensive second baseman in baseball history. As of 2019 he not only has the most double plays turned in the annals of Major League Baseball, but the fifth-most assists and seventh-most putouts. His glove was the primary reason he found his way into the Baseball Hall of Fame in 2001. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE PITTSBURGH PIRATES]

    

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  AND THE WINNER IS . . .
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