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— JEFF BAGWELL —

The choice for the top spot on this list ultimately came down to Jeff Bagwell and Craig Biggio—the central figures in the Astros’ rise to prominence during the 1990s, and the two most decorated players in team annals. Both men boast an extremely impressive list of credentials that includes several All-Star nominations and team MVPs. In the end, though, Bagwell’s prodigious slugging, 1994 NL MVP award, and five other top-10 finishes in the balloting persuaded me to place him just ahead of his longtime teammate.

Acquired from the Boston Red Sox in one of the most lopsided trades in sports history, Jeff Bagwell went on to establish himself as a tremendous offensive force in Houston, surpassing 30 home runs nine times, 100 RBIs eight times, and 100 runs scored nine times, while also batting over .300 six times and posting an OPS over 1.000 on five separate occasions. The Astros career leader in home runs, RBIs, and bases on balls, Bagwell ranks extremely high in team annals in virtually every major offensive category. A solid defender as well, Bagwell led all NL first basemen in assists five times, with his superior all-around play making him a huge contributor to Astros teams that won four division titles and one NL pennant. A four-time NL All-Star who also earned four Sporting News All-Star nominations, Bagwell later received the additional honors of having his #5 retired by the Astros, being inducted into the team’s Hall of Fame, and gaining admission to Cooperstown.

Born in Boston, Massachusetts, on May 27, 1968, Jeffrey Robert Bag-well moved with his family at the age of one to Killingworth, Connecticut, where he grew up rooting for the Boston Red Sox and his favorite player, Carl Yastrzemski. The son of a former semiprofessional baseball player, Bagwell displayed an affinity for the sport at an early age, with his mother, Janice, recalling, “Jeff could throw a ball before he could walk. When he was six months old, we’d throw a ball to him, and he would throw it back.”
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Jeff Bagwell hit more homers, knocked in more runs, and drew more bases on balls than anyone else in team annals.
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Developing into an outstanding all-around athlete during his teenage years, Bagwell excelled in baseball, basketball, and soccer at Xavier High School, a private all-male Catholic school located in nearby Middletown. Offered a baseball scholarship to the University of Hartford (Connecticut), Bagwell spent three seasons starring at third base for the Hawks, earning Eastern College Athletic Conference Player of the Year honors twice by setting school records for most home runs (31) and runs batted in (126).

Impressed with Bagwell’s excellent play at Hartford, the Red Sox selected him in the fourth round of the 1989 MLB Amateur Draft, after which they sent him to their minor-league affiliate in Winter Haven, Florida. However, a little over one year later, the Red Sox traded the 22-year-old Bagwell to the Astros for 37-year-old right-handed reliever Larry Andersen.

Recalling his feelings at the time, Bagwell said, “I was one of the saddest guys you’ll ever see. All my life, everything had been in Boston. I was born in Boston. My father was from Watertown; my mother was from Newton, both outside Boston…. our house was one of those places where you couldn’t mention the word Yankees…. Every weekend the television would be tuned to the Red Sox. No other games. My grandmother, Alice Hare, she’s 81 years old, she still lives in Newton, and she can tell you anything about the Red Sox. I called her to tell her the news. She started crying.”

Making the jump from Double-A ball directly to the majors following his acquisition by the Astros, Bagwell joined his new team at the beginning of the 1991 campaign. With Ken Caminiti firmly entrenched at third base in Houston, Bagwell moved across the diamond to first, where he performed extremely well for the Astros in his first big-league season, earning NL Rookie of the Year honors by hitting 15 homers, driving in 82 runs, scoring 79 times, batting .294, and compiling an OPS of .824. Bagwell followed that up with two more solid seasons, totaling 38 homers, 184 RBIs, and 163 runs scored from 1992 to 1993, while compiling batting averages of .273 and .320, before beginning an extraordinarily productive eight-year run during which he posted the following numbers:




	YEAR
	HR
	RBI
	RUNS
	AVG
	OBP
	OBP
	OPS





	1994
	39
	116
	104
	.368
	.451
	.750
	1.201



	1995
	21
	87
	88
	.290
	.399
	.496
	.894



	1996
	31
	120
	111
	.315
	.451
	.570
	1.021



	1997
	43
	135
	109
	.286
	.425
	.592
	1.017



	1998
	34
	111
	124
	.304
	.424
	.557
	.981



	1999
	42
	126
	143
	.304
	.454
	.591
	1.045



	2000
	47
	132
	152
	.310
	.424
	.615
	1.039



	2001
	39
	130
	126
	.288
	.397
	.568
	.966






* Numbers punted in bold throughout this book indicate that the player led the league in that statistical category that year.




In addition to leading the NL in runs scored three times, Bagwell topped the circuit in doubles, total bases, RBIs, bases on balls, slugging percentage, and OPS once each, consistently ranking among the league leaders in each of the last five categories. Bagwell also finished second in the league in hits once and home runs twice, with his 47 round-trippers in 2000 setting a single-season franchise record that still stands. Bagwell also set single-season franchise marks in several other categories, including most runs scored (152 in 2000), highest batting average (.368 in 1994), and highest OPS (1.201 in 1994). Failing to reach the century-mark in RBIs and runs scored only in 1995, Bagwell came up a bit short in each category because he missed a month of action after having the same bone in his left hand broken for the third straight season. Named NL MVP and Sporting News MLB Player of the Year in 1994, Bagwell also earned four All-Star selections and won three Silver Sluggers, in helping the Astros win four division titles.

Generously listed at 6 feet, Bagwell weighed only 185 pounds when he first arrived in Houston. But, through a rigorous training program that included concentrated weightlifting, a change of diet, and the use of creatine and androstenedione, Bagwell gradually added some 35 pounds of muscle onto his frame, leaving him with massive forearms and large biceps that helped make him one of the game’s great sluggers.

Hitting from an exaggerated crouch that shrunk his strike zone considerably, Bagwell spread his legs far apart as he awaited the pitcher’s offering, appearing as if he was sitting on an invisible bench. He then stepped back with his front foot as he began his swing, before rising from his stance and addressing the ball in an uppercut fashion. In discussing Bagwell’s style of hitting, Joe Torre said, “That wide stance keeps him from over striding, which can be your biggest problem when you’re trying to hit for power.”

In addition to generating a tremendous amount of power with his swing, Bagwell exhibited a keen batting eye, drawing more than 100 bases on balls in seven straight seasons at one point. Strong in the field and on the basepaths as well, Bagwell won one Gold Glove and, despite possessing only slightly-above-average speed, stole at least 30 bases twice.

Praising Bagwell for the totality of his game, former Astros manager Phil Garner said, “A Hall of Fame player has to have overall greatness. Some players had excellent defensive skills and might have gotten into the Hall of Fame, some have excellent offensive skills and might have gotten into the Hall of Fame, and here’s a player that’s a complete package.”

The Sporting News said of Bagwell, “He’s an extraordinary fielder who excels at charging bunts and throwing runners out at second and third. Although he has average speed, he’s one of the game’s smartest baserunners.”

Extremely popular with his teammates, Bagwell drew praise from Lance Berkman, who said, “Baggy was just a great teammate, first and foremost. Everybody that played with him loved playing with him. He wasn’t really a rah-rah guy but a quiet presence and was very professional.”

Meanwhile, Bagwell stated, “It’s all about my teammates. If they think I was a good teammate and enjoyed playing with me, then that’s all that matters to me.”
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Bagwell captured NL MVP honors in 1994.
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Bagwell remained a productive offensive player for three more years, averaging 32 homers, 96 RBIs, and 102 runs scored from 2002 to 2004, before appearing in only 39 games in 2005 due to an arthritic condition in his right shoulder that left him virtually unable to throw a baseball. Despite being declared “completely disabled” by noted orthopedic surgeon Dr. James Andrews the following offseason, Bagwell reported to spring training in 2006. But, troubled by constant pain in his shoulder, Bagwell announced his retirement, saying at the time, “It’s been a great ride. I wish I could still play and try to win a World Series here in Houston, but I’m not physically able to do that anymore. I’m OK with that.”

Bagwell, who ended his playing career with 449 homers, 1,529 RBIs, 1,517 runs scored, 2,314 hits, 488 doubles, 32 triples, 202 stolen bases, a .297 batting average, a .408 on-base percentage, and a .540 slugging percentage, had his jersey #5 officially retired by the Astros during a special ceremony held on August 26, 2007, with Brad Ausmus saying of his close friend and former teammate during the festivities, “He was the quintessential teammate. He was a superstar who always put the team before himself. And between him and Bidge [Craig Biggio], they always shouldered the blame when we struggled and tried to deflect the credit when we won.”

Since retiring as an active player, Bagwell, who is a recovering alcoholic, has spent much of his time with his family, although he has also served the Astros at various times as hitting coach, a guest instructor at spring training, and a special advisor to team owner Jim Crane. Currently employed by the Astros as a community outreach executive, Bagwell makes public appearances for the team as an ambassador and frequently appears in the broadcast booth for select home games.

Despite his many accomplishments on the playing field, Bagwell had to wait until his seventh year of eligibility to gain induction into the Baseball Hall of Fame, most likely because of widespread conjecture that he used steroids to enhance his performance. Bagwell, who once informed a Houston Chronicle reporter that he was taking androstenedione, a then commonly used androgen steroid hormone which, at the time, the US Food and Drug Administration classified as a nutritional dietary supplement, never tested positive for steroids. Nor was he mentioned in the Mitchell Report or José Canseco’s book. And he publicly denied using any kind of performance-enhancing drug. But the development of Bagwell’s physique, and its subsequent loss of mass as his career waned, mirrored that of a typical steroid user. And Bagwell did not seem particularly averse to the idea of using steroids when he offered this quote in 2001: “In my case, the temptation is always there. One thing I know is I can go home after my career is over and say, ‘I did it myself.’ … Now, let me tell you, if I’m on the bubble, the amount of money that’s in the game, I probably would already have a needle in my butt. There’s too much money out there. If it does make you better, why wouldn’t you at least give it a shot to hang on? All you have to do is have one big year. Next thing you know, you’re around for five or six more.”

And, as for players who used PEDs, Bagwell said, “Sometimes I don’t blame them. Yeah, it might be kind of risky, but they still have a family to feed. That’s the big question. You have to go with yourself and determine what’s more important to you.”


CAREER HIGHLIGHTS




Best Season

Although Bagwell hit more homers, knocked in more runs, and scored more times in a few other seasons, he posted his most impressive stat-line in his MVP campaign of 1994, when, despite appearing in only 110 games due to a players’ strike, he hit 39 homers, drove in 116 runs, scored 104 others, amassed 300 total bases, and compiled career-high marks in batting average (.368), slugging percentage (.750), and OPS (1.201), leading the league in five different offensive categories. Recalling his magical season, Bagwell said, “Crazy stuff happened that year. Every pitch that I was looking for, I got. And when I got it, I didn’t miss it.”




Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances

After hitting safely in four of his five previous trips to the plate, Bagwell gave the Astros a 9–6 win over the Giants on September 15, 1992, when he homered with two men out and two men on base in the bottom of the 11th inning.

Bagwell drove in all three runs the Astros scored during a 3–2 win over the Giants on May 16, 1994, with a pair of homers.

Bagwell hit three home runs in one game for the first of three times during a 16–4 win over the Dodgers on June 24, 1994, concluding the contest with four hits and six RBIs.

Bagwell led the Astros to a 7–5 victory over the Phillies on May 7, 1996, by collecting four hits, homering twice, and driving in four runs.

Bagwell again hit safely four times and homered twice during a 7–4 win over the Pirates on May 29, 1996, this time knocking in five runs.

Bagwell accomplished the rare feat of amassing four doubles in one game during a 9–1 win over the Giants on June 14, 1996.

Bagwell led the Astros to a 10–3 win over the Cubs on April 21, 1999, by hitting three homers and driving in six runs.

Bagwell again homered three times and knocked in six runs during a 13–4 rout of the White Sox on June 9, 1999, reaching the seats off three different pitchers.

Exactly one year later, on June 9, 2000, Bagwell delivered the decisive blow of a 7–6 victory over the San Diego Padres when he homered off Hall of Fame reliever Trevor Hoffman with one man aboard in the top of the ninth inning.

Bagwell helped lead the Astros to a 14–7 win over the Phillies on August 13, 2000, by going 4-for-5, with two homers, seven RBIs, and three runs scored.

Bagwell tied his career-high for RBIs when he knocked in seven runs with a homer and a pair of doubles during a 10–8 win over the Royals on July 7, 2001.

Bagwell led the Astros to a 17–11 win over the Cardinals on July 18, 2001, by hitting for the cycle, going 4-for-5 at the plate, with five RBIs and four runs scored.




Notable Achievements


	Hit more than 30 home runs nine times, topping 40 homers on three occasions.

	Knocked in more than 100 runs eight times, topping 120 RBIs five times.

	Scored more than 100 runs nine times, surpassing 120 runs scored on four occasions.

	Batted over .300 six times, topping the .360-mark once.

	Surpassed 30 doubles 10 times, topping 40 two-baggers on three occasions.

	Stole more than 20 bases three times, swiping at least 30 bags twice.

	Drew more than 100 bases on balls seven times.

	Compiled on-base percentage over .400 seven times.

	Posted slugging percentage over .500 10 times, topping .600 twice and .700 once.

	Posted OPS over .900 nine times, surpassing 1.000 five times.

	Hit three home runs in one game three times (vs. Los Angeles Dodgers on June 24, 1994; vs. Chicago Cubs on April 21, 1999; and vs. Chicago White Sox on June 9, 1999).

	Hit for the cycle vs. St. Louis on July 18, 2001.

	Led NL in runs scored three times and RBIs, doubles, total bases, walks, slugging percentage, OPS, and sacrifice flies once each.

	Finished second in NL in home runs twice, RBIs once, batting average once, hits once, on-base percentage twice, and walks once.

	Led NL first basemen in assists five times and double plays turned once.

	Holds Astros single-season records for most home runs (47 in 2000), runs scored (152 in 2000), total bases (363 in 2000), and bases on balls (149 in 1999), and highest batting average (.368 in 1994), on-base percentage (.454 in 1999), slugging percentage (.750 in 1994), and OPS (1.201 in 1994).

	Holds Astros career records for most home runs (449), RBIs (1,529), bases on balls (1,401), and sacrifice flies (102).

	Ranks among Astros career leaders in runs scored (2nd), batting average (tied for 4th), hits (2nd), extra-base hits (2nd), doubles (2nd), total bases (2nd), stolen bases (7th), on-base percentage (2nd), slugging percentage (3rd), OPS (3rd), games played (2nd), plate appearances (2nd), and at-bats (2nd).

	Four-time division champion (1997, 1998, 1999, and 2001).

	2005 NL champion.

	Six-time NL Player of the Week.

	Five-time NL Player of the Month.

	1994 Gold Glove Award winner.

	Three-time Silver Slugger Award winner (1994, 1997, and 1999).

	1991 NL Rookie of the Year.

	1994 Sporting News MLB Player of the Year.

	Six-time Astros team MVP (1991, 1994, 1996, 1997, 1999, and 2000).

	1994 NL MVP.

	Finished in top 10 of NL MVP voting five other times, placing second in 1999 and third in 1997.

	Four-time NL All-Star selection (1994, 1996, 1997, and 1999).

	Four-time Sporting News NL All-Star selection (1994, 1996, 1997, and 1999).

	#5 retired by Astros.

	Inducted into Astros Hall of Fame in 2019.

	Elected to Baseball Hall of Fame by members of BBWAA in 2017.
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— CRAIG BIGGIO —

Having fallen just short of earning the top spot on this list, Craig Biggio lays claim to the number two position, in the process edging out fellow second sacker José Altuve. The first player to be enshrined in Cooperstown with an Astros cap on his plaque, Biggio spent his entire 20-year major-league career in Houston, scoring more runs and amassing more hits, extra-base hits, doubles, and total bases than any other player in franchise history, while also appearing in more games and garnering more at-bats than anyone else in team annals. A hard-nosed player who became known for his tremendous hustle and determination, Biggio served as the offensive catalyst for Astros teams that won four division titles and one NL pennant, hitting at least 20 homers and scoring more than 100 runs eight times each, batting over .300 and compiling an on-base percentage over .400 four times each, and stealing more than 30 bases five times. An outstanding fielder as well, Biggio did an excellent job for the Astros at three different positions, performing especially well at second base, where he earned four Gold Gloves by leading all players at his position in putouts five times and assists on six separate occasions. A seven-time NL All-Star, Biggio also earned five Sporting News NL All-Star nominations and three top-10 finishes in the league MVP voting, before being further honored following the conclusion of his playing career by having his #7 retired by the Astros and gaining induction into both the Astros and the Baseball Hall of Fame.

Born in Smithtown, New York, on December 14, 1965, Craig Alan Biggio grew up in nearby Kings Park, a middle-class commuter town on the north shore of Long Island. Looking back on his early years, Biggio recalled the sacrifices his father made for him, saying, “My father’s an air-traffic controller. When we were growing up, he worked nights and weekends. Shift work. Long hours, trying to make ends meet, providing for his family. When I was a senior, the high school ran out of money for sports. To play baseball, you had to pay, like, $200. That was a lot of money for us. My father didn’t bat an eye. You don’t forget that.”
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Craig Biggio scored more runs and collected more hits, extra-base hits, doubles, and total bases than anyone else in franchise history.

Courtesy of RMYAuctions.com



Adding that his father helped instill in him the values he has carried with him throughout his life, Biggio stated, “I’m who I am today because of the respect and values he made sure I had.”

An outstanding all-around athlete, Biggio starred in multiple sports at Kings Park High School, earning a runner-up finish in the voting for Suffolk County’s best baseball player his senior year, while also being named the county’s top football player for his superb work at running back. Revealing that his dad also helped him develop his skills on the diamond, Biggio said, “My father was a catcher in high school, and he got me started in baseball. I liked catching because I wanted to control the game. I wasn’t a Mets fan or a Yankees fan—I just liked to play—but the one guy I loved was Thurman Munson.”

Despite his love for baseball, Biggio initially hoped to play football in college, until his struggles in the classroom prevented him from receiving a scholarship from one of the nation’s better programs. Recalling his situation, Biggio told the Houston Chronicle, “Truly, what I wanted to do was football. When it was taken away from me, being able to go to a big-time school, I just said, ‘Get your act together.’”

Offered a partial baseball scholarship to Seton Hall University in New Jersey, Biggio spent three years playing for head coach Mike Sheppard, starting out as an infielder before moving to catcher. Doing a remarkable job of improving his defensive skills, Biggio, who Sheppard once called “the worst defensive catcher I had ever seen,” went on to earn All–Big East honors as a sophomore and gain All-America recognition his senior year, prompting the Astros to select him in the first round of the 1987 MLB Amateur Draft, with the 22nd overall pick.

Advancing rapidly through Houston’s farm system, Biggio spent less than one full season in the minors, compiling a .344 batting average in 141 games, before joining the parent club in June 1988. Starting 40 games behind the plate for the Astros over the season’s final three months, Biggio struggled somewhat offensively, hitting three homers, knocking in only five runs, and batting just .211 in 131 total plate appearances. Nevertheless, new Astros manager Art Howe named Biggio the team’s starting catcher prior to the start of the ensuing campaign, after which he improved his performance dramatically, winning the first of his five Silver Sluggers by hitting 13 homers, driving in 60 runs, scoring 64 times, and batting .257, while also stealing 21 bases in 24 attempts and ranking among the NL’s top receivers in putouts and fielding percentage.

Although Biggio also saw some action at other positions the next two seasons, he remained the Astros’ primary catcher, earning his first All-Star nomination in 1991 by hitting four homers, knocking in 46 runs, scoring 79 times, stealing 19 bases, and batting .295, before moving to second base the following year at the suggestion of Howe.

Recalling the circumstances surrounding his change in positions, Biggio said, “He [Howe] said it would extend my career. He said it would help the team, let the team take more advantage of my speed, but he also said they weren’t going to force me. I went home to Patty. We’re a good team on making big decisions like this. She said to me, ‘Do you think you can do it?’ And I said, ‘Yeah.’ I wanted to do it because everybody said I couldn’t. I’m stubborn.”
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Before moving to second base, Biggio excelled at catcher for the Astros.

Courtesy of Rick Dikeman via Wikipedia



Meanwhile, Howe remembered, “He had great speed, but catching wore him down. Bidge was maybe 165 pounds back then. I could picture Dave Parker (6'5" and 230 pounds) coming home and putting him in the nickel seats somewhere, and I knew how good he could be offensively.”

Making a successful transition to second in 1992, Biggio started all but a handful of games at that post for the Astros, earning his second straight All-Star selection by hitting six homers, driving in 39 runs, scoring 96 times, stealing 38 bases, batting .277, ranking among the league leaders with 94 bases on balls, and leading all NL second sackers with 344 put-outs. Looking back on his switch in positions some years later, Biggio said, “Moving from catcher to second, I can’t explain to you how hard that was. That’s like giving you a bat and telling you to get a hit off Randy Johnson. Not just stand in there, but get a hit off him.”

Having gradually added some much-needed bulk onto his slender frame, Biggio increased his overall offensive production in 1993, concluding the campaign with 21 homers, 64 RBIs, 98 runs scored, a .287 batting average, and an OPS of .847, before beginning an outstanding six-year run during which he posted the following numbers:




	YEAR
	HR
	RBI
	RUNS
	AVG
	OBP
	SLG
	OPS





	1994
	6
	56
	88
	.318
	.411
	.483
	.893



	1995
	22
	77
	123
	.302
	.406
	.483
	.889



	1996
	15
	75
	113
	.288
	.386
	.415
	.801



	1997
	22
	81
	146
	.309
	.415
	.501
	.916



	1998
	20
	88
	123
	.325
	.403
	.503
	.906



	1999
	16
	73
	123
	.294
	.386
	.457
	.843







In addition to leading the NL in runs scored twice, Biggio topped the circuit in stolen bases once and doubles three times, amassing more than 50 two-baggers twice, with his 51 doubles and 50 steals in 1998 making him the first player since Tris Speaker in 1912 to surpass the 50-mark in both categories in the same season. A true ironman, Biggio also led the league in games played three times and total plate appearances on five separate occasions. Meanwhile, Biggio consistently ranked among the league leaders in hits and bases on balls, finished second in the circuit in on-base percentage once, and led all NL second sackers in putouts four times and assists five times over that six-year stretch. An All-Star in each of the first five seasons, Biggio also earned two top-five finishes in the NL MVP voting, four Silver Sluggers, and four Gold Gloves. More importantly, the Astros finished either first or second in the NL Central all six years, capturing the division title in each of the final three seasons.

Spending most of his time hitting out of either the first or second spot in the batting order, the right-handed-hitting Biggio, who stood 5'11" and weighed 190 pounds, did an excellent job of setting the table for middle-of-the-order sluggers Jeff Bagwell, Moisés Alou, Derek Bell, and Carl Everett, using his keen batting eye and ability to hit the ball hard to all fields to consistently get on base. A fearless batter who crowded the plate against opposing pitchers, Biggio added to his on-base percentage by getting hit by more pitches than anyone else in the league on five separate occasions.

In discussing his propensity for getting plunked, Biggio said, “I get in that box, and I’m not thinking about moving because, if I have to think about moving, I can’t hit like I want to hit.”

Blessed with unusual power for a second baseman and leadoff hitter, Biggio set an NL record by leading off 53 games with a home run. Meanwhile, Biggio’s outstanding speed enabled him to go an entire season without grounding into a double play, making him just the fifth player ever to accomplish the feat.

Perhaps more than anything else, though, Biggio separated himself from others with his tremendous drive and determination, with Bill Doran, who helped him learn how to play second base, saying, “Craig’s never going to talk that much about it, and you can talk about his athleticism and talk about his skills and all that stuff, but you don’t become what Craig became if you’re just not driven and you just don’t have a lot more qualities about yourself that don’t show up in the box score. He had all those intangibles.”

Former Astros shortstop Adam Everett expressed similar sentiments when he stated, “It was an attitude of how to come to work every day and how to play the game. You can tell kids all the time, ‘Hey, play the game hard,’ but until you see a guy literally run until his last game he played, and he hits a pop up and runs it out under 4.5 seconds, and he tries to stretch a single into a double for his 3,000th hit, that was Biggio. That was the way he played.”

Former Astros GM Gerry Hunsicker also praised Biggio for this hustle and resolve when he said, “Craig was a once-in-a-lifetime player. He was a manager’s dream in the sense you could just pencil his name in the lineup every day. He brought his A game every day. He gave everything he had to win day in and day out.”

After missing the final two months of the 2000 campaign with a torn ACL and MCL he sustained in a collision at second base, Biggio returned the following year to help lead the Astros to their fourth division title in five seasons by hitting 20 homers, driving in 70 runs, scoring 118 times, batting .292, and compiling an OPS of .838. Biggio followed that up by hitting 15 homers, knocking in 58 runs, scoring 96 others, and batting .253 in 2002, before moving to the outfield when Jeff Kent signed with the Astros at the end of the year. Splitting his time the next two seasons between center field and left, Biggio did a creditable job at both spots, while also contributing on offense by totaling 39 homers, 125 RBIs, and 202 runs scored, and compiling batting averages of .264 and .281.

Returning to his more familiar position of second base in 2005, Biggio spent the next three seasons there, experiencing a gradual decline in offensive production after hitting 26 homers, driving in 69 runs, scoring 94 times, and batting .264 in the first of those campaigns. Choosing to retire after he scored only 68 runs and batted just .251 in 2007, Biggio ended his career with 291 homers, 1,175 RBIs, 1,844 runs scored, 3,060 hits, 668 doubles, 55 triples, 414 stolen bases, a .281 batting average, a .363 on-base percentage, and a .433 slugging percentage, with his 668 two-baggers representing the sixth-highest total in MLB history.

Extremely proud of the fact that he never played for another team, Biggio, who twice rejected free agency, said, “Not a lot of guys get to play their whole careers with one team because of the economics of this game. I can’t think of a better time to be wearing an Astros uniform.”

Remaining with the Astros following his retirement as an active player, Biggio has served as an assistant to the general manager since 2008. In addition to participating in the club’s community development program, Biggio works with the baseball operations staff in its major- and minor-league player development programs, the amateur draft and scouting, and major- and minor-league talent evaluation. Biggio also continues the work he began during his playing career by raising money for the Sunshine Kids organization that supports children with cancer.

Looking back on his playing career, Biggio, who gained induction into the Baseball Hall of Fame in his third year of eligibility, says, “I tried to play the game hard and play the game right every single day. I remembered where I came from. I remembered how hard it was to get to the big leagues. And I tried to go out there and play every game like it was going to be my last game.”


CAREER HIGHLIGHTS




Best Season

Biggio performed brilliantly during the strike-shortened 1994 campaign, batting .318, compiling an OPS of .893, scoring 88 runs, and leading the NL with 44 doubles and 39 stolen bases. But, due to the brevity of the season, Biggio posted more impressive numbers in five or six other years, with the 1997 and 1998 campaigns standing out above all others. Although either season would make an excellent choice, we’ll opt for 1998 since, in addition to hitting 20 homers, scoring 123 runs, compiling an OPS of .906, and leading the league with 51 doubles, Biggio established career-high marks with 88 RBIs, 210 hits, 50 steals, 325 total bases, and a .325 batting average, earning a fifth-place finish in the NL MVP voting and his fourth Sporting News NL All-Star nomination.




Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances

Biggio led the Astros to an 11–3 win over the Dodgers on September 14, 1989, driving in six runs with a pair of homers, reaching the seats once with the bases loaded and once with one man aboard.

Biggio helped lead the Astros to a 9–7 victory over the Padres on May 23, 1993, going 4-for-5, with two homers, a double, three RBIs, and three runs scored.

Biggio contributed to a 16–8 mauling of the Colorado Rockies on July 4, 1995, homering twice, knocking in three runs, and scoring five times.

Biggio recorded a career-high four stolen bases during a 7–4 win over the Montreal Expos on September 16, 1995.

Biggio knocked in all three runs the Astros scored during a 3–1 win over the Dodgers on April 20, 1997, with a pair of homers.

Biggio led the Astros to a lopsided 13–3 victory over the Cubs on August 23, 1998, by knocking in six runs with a pair of three-run homers.

Biggio scored three times and went a perfect 5-for-5 at the plate during an 11–3 win over the Milwaukee Brewers on April 3, 2001.

Biggio hit for the cycle during an 8–4 win over the Rockies on April 8, 2002, going 4-for-4, with four RBIs and two runs scored.

Biggio provided much of the offensive firepower when the Astros defeated the Phillies, 7–1, on July 25, 2005, homering twice, knocking in three runs, and scoring three times.

Biggio delivered the decisive blow of a 6–5 victory over the Brewers on April 20, 2007, when he homered off Greg Aquino with the bases loaded in the top of the ninth inning.

Biggio became a member of the 3,000-hit club on June 28, 2007, when he singled off Colorado’s Aaron Cook in the bottom of the seventh inning of an 8–5 Astros win.




Notable Achievements


	Hit at least 20 home runs eight times.

	Scored more than 100 runs eight times, topping 120 runs scored on four occasions.

	Batted over .300 four times.

	Surpassed 200 hits once (210 in 1998).

	Surpassed 30 doubles 14 times, topping 40 two-baggers on seven occasions.

	Stole more than 30 bases five times, topping 40 thefts twice and 50 steals once.

	Compiled on-base percentage over .400 four times.

	Posted slugging percentage over .500 twice.

	Posted OPS over .900 twice.

	Hit for cycle vs. Colorado on April 8, 2002.

	Member of 3,000-hit club.

	Led NL in doubles three times, runs scored twice, and stolen bases once.

	Finished second in NL in hits once, stolen bases once, and on-base percentage once.

	Led NL in assists twice.

	Led NL second basemen in putouts five times, assists six times, and double plays turned once.

	Holds Astros single-season records for most doubles (56) and most plate appearances (749), both in 1999.

	Holds Astros career records for most runs scored (1,844), hits (3,060), extra-base hits (1,014), doubles (668), total bases (4,711), sacrifice hits (101), games played (2,850), plate appearances (12,504), and at-bats (10,876).

	Ranks among Astros career leaders in home runs (3rd), RBIs (2nd), triples (tied for 5th), stolen bases (2nd), bases on balls (2nd), and sacrifice flies (2nd).

	Ranks among MLB career leaders with 668 doubles (6th) and 285 hitby-pitch (2nd).

	Four-time division champion (1997, 1998, 1999, and 2001).

	2005 NL champion.

	Four-time NL Player of the Week.

	Four-time Gold Glove Award winner (1994, 1995, 1996, and 1997).

	Five-time Silver Slugger Award winner (1989, 1994, 1995, 1997, and 1998).

	1997 Branch Rickey Award winner.

	2005 Hutch Award winner.

	2007 Roberto Clemente Award winner.

	Three-time Astros team MVP (1992, 1993, and 1995).

	Finished in top 10 of NL MVP voting three times, placing in top five twice.

	Seven-time NL All-Star selection (1991, 1992, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, and 1998).

	Five-time Sporting News NL All-Star selection (1994, 1995, 1997, 1998, and 2001).

	#7 retired by Astros.

	Inducted into Astros Hall of Fame in 2019.

	Elected to Baseball Hall of Fame by members of BBWAA in 2015.
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— JOSÉ ALTUVE —

The spiritual leader of Astros teams that have won six division titles, four pennants, and two World Series, José Altuve has established himself as the face of the franchise over the last 13 seasons. Overcoming early doubts about his ability to succeed at the major-league level due to his diminutive stature, Altuve has excelled in every aspect of the game since laying claim to the starting second base job in 2012, winning six Silver Sluggers and one Gold Glove, while also stealing at least 30 bases six times. The first Astros player to win a batting title, Altuve has accomplished the feat three times, hitting .300 or better on seven separate occasions. Altuve has also hit more than 20 homers five times, scored more than 100 runs four times, and amassed more than 200 hits on four separate occasions, leading the AL in the last category four straight times. The 2017 AL MVP, Altuve has finished in the top five of the balloting two other times, while also earning eight All-Star selections and two Sporting News MLB Player of the Year nominations.

Born in Puerto Cabello, Venezuela, on May 6, 1990, José Carlos Altuve grew up some 33 miles southeast, in the town of Maracay, where he developed his baseball skills by competing against boys bigger and older than himself. Not allowed to participate in a Houston Astros tryout camp held in Maracay in 2006 because, after taking one look at him, team scouts believed that he had lied about his age, the 16-year-old Altuve returned to camp the following day with his birth certificate. Asked by Astros special assistant Al Pedrique, “Can you play?” Altuve responded, “I’ll show you,” after which he made such a strong impression on those in attendance that the Astros signed him as an undrafted free agent for $15,000.

Altuve subsequently spent the next five years advancing through Houston’s farm system, posting excellent numbers at every stop. Yet even though Altuve compiled a batting average of .327 and an OPS of .867 in the minors from 2007 to 2011, his name never appeared on any top-100 prospects lists because of his diminutive 5'6" stature. Nevertheless, after Altuve earned a spot on Baseball America’s 2011 Minor League All-Star Team by posting a composite batting average of .389 in 87 games with Class A-Advanced Lancaster and Double-A Corpus Christi, the Astros summoned him to the big leagues in July 2011.
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José Altuve has won three batting titles during his time in Houston.

Courtesy of Eric Enfermerof



Despite bypassing Triple-A ball completely, the 21-year-old Altuve acquitted himself extremely well over the final four months of the season. Starting 51 games at second base for an Astros team that finished last in the NL Central with a record of 56-106, Altuve batted .276, homered twice, knocked in 12 runs, scored 26 times, and stole seven bases, while also committing only two errors in the field. Although the Astros fared no better in 2012, Altuve earned his first All-Star nomination after being named the full-time starter at second by batting .290, scoring 80 runs, stealing 33 bases, hitting seven homers, and driving in 37 runs. Altuve followed that up by batting .283, hitting five homers, driving in 52 runs, scoring 64 times, stealing 35 bases, and leading all AL second sackers in putouts and double plays turned in 2013, before beginning an exceptional four-year run during which he posted the following numbers:





	YEAR
	HR
	RBI
	RUNS
	AVG
	OBP
	SLG
	OPS





	2014
	7
	59
	85
	.341
	.377
	.453
	.830



	2015
	15
	66
	86
	.313
	.353
	.459
	.812



	2016
	24
	96
	108
	.338
	.396
	.531
	.928



	2017
	24
	81
	112
	.346
	.410
	.547
	.957







In addition to leading the AL in batting average in three of those four seasons, Altuve finished first in stolen bases twice and topped the circuit in hits each year, becoming the first player in franchise history to collect at least 200 safeties four straight times. Altuve also consistently placed near the top of the league rankings in on-base percentage and doubles, amassing more than 40 two-baggers in each of the first three seasons. Outstanding in the field as well, Altuve led all players at his position in fielding percentage and double plays turned once each, with his exceptional all-around play earning him four straight All-Star selections, four consecutive Silver Slug-gers, one Gold Glove, two MLB Player of the Year nominations, and three top-10 finishes in the voting for AL MVP, which he won in 2017, when he led the Astros to their first world championship.

Commenting on Altuve’s emergence as one of the finest players in the game following the conclusion of the 2017 campaign, teammate Dallas Keuchel said, “I didn’t know that he was going to actually be this good. I thought he was going to be an All-Star, but to win the MVP, which he should—and honestly, he should have been in the race the last three or four years—and I couldn’t be happier for the guy, because he’s an All-American dude…. The more you get to know him, the greater you think he is, because it’s not just about his MVP-type talent. He’s a leader in the clubhouse. He’s a guy who can make you laugh at any point in time.”

Craig Biggio also discussed Altuve’s development into an elite player, stating, “It’s really been fun to watch Altuve evolve from when they signed him, and he kept fighting his way to get here. Then, all of a sudden, year in and year out, it’s batting title after batting title, and 200 hits after 200 hits, and winning Gold Gloves, and becoming the player that he is. José is a great player.”

Meanwhile, Al Pedrique said of the man he first discovered as a 16-year-old in Venezuela, “He surpassed all our expectations. More than his hitting and speed, what I most liked about him was his intelligence and heart, and his drive and absolute faith in himself.”

For his part, Altuve stated, “I never doubted myself because I already had too many other people doubting. I wanted to prove those people wrong. And not because one day I could tell them they were wrong. I wanted to prove them wrong for the guys behind me who are short, too. Guys who are not really strong, not really tall, guys who are 14 to 16 right now who are very small and want to get an opportunity.”
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Altuve amassed more than 200 hits in four straight seasons.

Courtesy of Keith Allison




After spending his first few seasons in Houston focusing on slapping the ball to all fields from either his first or second spot in the batting order, the right-handed-hitting Altuve, who is generously listed at 5'6" and 170 pounds, altered his swing somewhat to take better advantage of the inviting left field wall at Minute Maid Park. Although Altuve continued to drive outside pitches to the opposite field, he became more adept at lifting offerings on the inner half of the plate in the air to left field, making him more of a power threat. And with Altuve increasing his home run output, Astros manager A. J. Hinch eventually moved him into the number three spot in the lineup.

Expressing his admiration for Altuve’s hitting ability, former Texas Rangers manager Ron Washington said, “He hits everything. You throw him a breaking ball and he stays inside and pulls it. Throw a fastball away and he goes away. He moves the ball around the ballpark. He doesn’t try to do anything extra. He tries to make good contact and use the whole field. He’s a pretty good hitter. That’s why he leads the league.”

Despite being an aggressive hitter who has never drawn more than 66 bases on balls in a season, Altuve does not strike out a great deal, fanning more than 90 times just once to this point in his career.

In discussing his approach at the plate, Altuve stated, “I don’t think too much about mechanics. I just like to go up there and swing. It’s more than my swing, though. It’s my mindset. I always go to home plate with a plan.”

Though limited by discomfort in his right knee to just 137 games in 2018, Altuve had another excellent year, earning All-Star and Silver Slugger honors for the fifth straight time by hitting 13 homers, driving in 61 runs, scoring 84 others, and finishing third in the league with a .316 batting average. Prior to the ensuing campaign, though, the reputation of Altuve and his teammates took a serious hit when the Astros sign-stealing scandal broke. Accused of using electronic equipment to steal the opposing team’s signs during their championship season of 2017 and then communicating to the batter what pitch to look for by banging on trash cans, the Astros became villains in the eyes of the baseball world, with the validity of their World Series victory and the statistics compiled by Altuve during his MVP season both coming into question.

Asked by reporters to address the team’s wrongdoings, Altuve, who is a very religious man and a born-again Christian, said, “I’m not going to say to you that it was good—it was wrong. We feel bad, we feel remorse, like I said, the impact on the fans, the impact on the game—we feel bad.”

But while Altuve drew as much criticism as any other Astros player for his role in the shenanigans, his teammates tried to absolve him of any blame, with Carlos Correa stating during an interview with Ken Rosenthal after Dodgers outfielder Cody Bellinger accused the second baseman of stealing the MVP Award from runner-up Aaron Judge, “The few times that the trash can was banged was without his consent, and he would go inside the clubhouse and inside the dugout to whoever was banging the trash can and he would get pissed. He would get mad. He would say, ‘I don’t want this. I can’t hit like this. Don’t you do that to me.’ He played the game clean.”

Meanwhile, when noted columnist Peter Gammons approached Altuve in 2020 to discuss how players, coaches, and other members of the organization had stated that he had not participated in the sign-stealing, Altuve declined to broach the subject, saying that doing so would be a “betrayal of my teammates,” and asking Gammons not to write about it.

Plagued by a left hamstring strain in 2019, Altuve missed more than a month of action. Nevertheless, he managed to hit 31 homers, knock in 74 runs, score 89 times, bat .298, and compile an OPS of .903. Altuve subsequently suffered through a dismal pandemic-shortened 2020 campaign, hitting just five homers, driving in only 18 runs, and batting just .219 in 48 games, before rebounding the following year to earn his seventh All-Star nomination by hitting 31 homers, knocking in 83 runs, batting .278, and finishing third in the league with 117 runs scored. After getting off to a slow start in 2022, Altuve went on to have another outstanding season, earning All-Star honors and a fifth-place finish in the AL MVP voting by hitting 28 homers, driving in 57 runs, scoring 103 times, batting an even .300, and compiling an OPS of .921.

Unfortunately, Altuve subsequently missed the first six weeks of the 2023 season after being hit on the thumb by a fastball thrown by USA pitcher Daniel Bard during the quarterfinals of the 2023 World Baseball Classic. But following his return to action on May 19, Altuve picked up right where he left off, finishing the season with 17 homers, 51 RBIs, 76 runs scored, a .311 batting average, and an OPS of .915. Heading into the 2024 campaign, Altuve boasts career totals of 209 homers, 747 RBIs, 1,062 runs scored, 2,047 hits, 400 doubles, 31 triples, and 293 stolen bases, a lifetime batting average of .307, a .364 on-base percentage, and a .471 slugging percentage. An outstanding postseason performer as well, Altuve has hit 27 homers, driven in 55 runs, scored 89 times, and batted .273 in 103 playoff and World Series games, with his 27 home runs placing him second all-time only to Manny Ramirez in postseason play.

In discussing what Altuve has meant to the Astros through the years, teammate Martin Maldonado stated, “The face of the franchise. I walked in today, and I said I couldn’t believe that little guy is one of the best hitters in the game. If somebody’s walking in the mall and sees Altuve walking, don’t know anything about baseball, you wouldn’t think that guy is the face of the franchise for the Houston Astros. Nobody would’ve thought that. That guy has a chance to get 3,000 hits. Like I told him today: I think you’re gonna go back to hitting .320, .330. Now he’s hitting for power. He’s getting better every year.”


CAREER HIGHLIGHTS




Best Season

Although Altuve also performed exceptionally well in 2019, 2021 and 2022, he played his best ball for the Astros from 2014 to 2017, with his MVP campaign of 2017 standing out as arguably his finest. In addition to winning his third batting title with a career-high mark of .346, Altuve hit 24 homers, knocked in 81 runs, led the AL with 204 hits, and placed near the top of the league rankings with 112 runs scored, 39 doubles, 323 total bases, 32 steals, a .410 on-base percentage, a .547 slugging percentage, and an OPS of .957, with his fabulous performance earning him Sporting News MLB Player of the Year honors for the second straight time.




Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances

Altuve punctuated a 4-for-5 performance by hitting a solo homer in the bottom of the ninth inning that gave the Astros a 5–4 victory over the Red Sox on July 23, 2015.

Altuve contributed to a lopsided 13–3 victory over the Anaheim Angels on July 24, 2016, by homering twice and driving in six runs.

Altuve helped lead the Astros to a 15–8 win over the Orioles on August 19, 2016, by knocking in five runs with a homer, double, and single.

Altuve starred during the Astros’ four-game victory over Boston in the 2017 ALDS, going 8-for-15 (.533), with three home runs, four RBIs, and five runs scored, hitting all three homers during an 8–2 win in Game 1.

Altuve also came up big for the Astros in the 2019 postseason, homering three times, driving in five runs, and batting .350 against Tampa Bay in the ALDS, before earning ALCS MVP honors by hitting two homers, driving in three runs, scoring six times, and batting .348 against the Yankees, with his two-run homer off Aroldis Chapman in the bottom of the ninth inning of Game 6 giving the Astros a 6–4 win that sent them to the World Series.

Performing extremely well once again in the 2020 playoffs, Altuve led the Astros to a four-game victory over Oakland in the ALDS by batting .400, hitting two homers, knocking in five runs, and scoring five times. Although the Astros subsequently lost the ALCS to Tampa Bay in seven games, Altuve batted .462, hit three homers, knocked in five runs, and scored six times.

Altuve gave the Astros a 6–3 win over the Texas Rangers on June 15, 2021, when he homered with the bases loaded in the bottom of the 10th inning.

Altuve helped lead the Astros to a 9–6 victory over the Giants on July 30, 2021, by driving in five runs with a single and a pair of homers.

Altuve contributed to a 10–2 rout of the Arizona Diamondbacks on September 27, 2022, by going 3-for-4, with a pair of solo homers, a double, and four runs scored.

Altuve led the Astros to a 13–5 pasting of the Red Sox on August 28, 2023, by hitting for the cycle, going 4-for-6 at the plate, with four RBIs and four runs scored.

After collecting four hits and homering with no one aboard twice during a 13–6 win over Texas the previous afternoon Altuve led the Astros to a lopsided 14–1 victory over the Rangers on September 5, 2023, by hitting three solo home runs.

Although the Astros ended up losing the 2023 ALCS to Texas in seven games, Altuve finished the series with three homers, five RBIs, nine runs scored, a .313 batting average, and an OPS of 1.040, with his three-run homer in the top of the ninth inning of Game 5 proving to be the decisive blow of a 5–4 Astros win.




Notable Achievements


	Has hit more than 20 home runs five times, topping 30 homers twice.

	Has scored more than 100 runs four times.

	Has hit .300 or better seven times, topping the .330-mark on three occasions.

	Has surpassed 200 hits four times.

	Has surpassed 30 doubles eight times, topping 40 two-baggers on three occasions.

	Has stolen more than 30 bases six times, topping 50 thefts once (56 in 2014).

	Has compiled on-base percentage over .400 once (.410 in 2017).

	Has posted slugging percentage over .500 five times.

	Has posted OPS over .900 five times.

	Has led AL in batting average three times, hits four times, and stolen bases twice.

	Has finished second in AL in runs scored twice, doubles once, and stolen bases once.

	Has led AL second basemen in putouts once, fielding percentage once, and double plays turned three times.

	Holds Astros single-season record for most hits (225 in 2014).

	Ranks among Astros career leaders in home runs (5th), RBIs (7th), runs scored (3rd), batting average (2nd), doubles (3rd), hits (3rd), extra-base hits (4th), total bases (3rd), stolen bases (3rd), bases on balls (8th), OPS (11th), sacrifice flies (8th), games played (4th), plate appearances (4th), and at-bats (3rd).

	Six-time division champion (2017, 2018, 2019, 2021, 2022, and 2023).

	Four-time AL champion (2017, 2019, 2021, and 2022).

	Two-time world champion (2017 and 2022).

	Five-time AL Player of the Week.

	Two-time AL Player of the Month.

	2015 Gold Glove Award winner.

	Six-time Silver Slugger Award winner (2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, and 2022).

	2016 Lou Gehrig Memorial Award winner.

	2017 Babe Ruth Award winner.

	2017 AL Hank Aaron Award winner.

	2017 Associated Press Male Athlete of the Year.

	2017 AL MVP.

	Has finished in top 10 in AL MVP voting three other times, placing in top five twice.

	Two-time Sporting News MLB Player of the Year (2016 and 2017).

	2019 ALCS MVP.

	Eight-time All-Star selection (2012, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2021, and 2022).

	2022 All-MLB First Team selection.

	2019 All-MLB Second Team selection.
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— LANCE BERKMAN —

An outstanding switch-hitter who combined with fellow “Killer Bs” Jeff Bagwell and Craig Biggio to give the Astros a formidable threesome near the top of their batting order the first few years of this century, Lance Berkman spent parts of 12 seasons in Houston, establishing himself as one of the National League’s finest batsmen. Berkman, who hit more than 30 homers five times, knocked in more than 100 runs six times, batted over .300 four times, and posted an OPS over .900 on nine separate occasions, helped lead the Astros to four playoff appearances, two division titles, and one pennant, earning five All-Star selections and four top-five finishes in the NL MVP voting. The franchise’s all-time leader in on-base percentage, Berkman ranks extremely high in team annals in virtually every major offensive category, with his superior offensive production earning him a place in the Astros Hall of Fame.

Born in Waco, Texas, on February 10, 1976, William Lance Berkman grew up some 100 miles south, in Austin, Texas, where he developed an affinity for baseball at a very young age, recalling, “Ever since I could walk, I’ve had a bat in my hand.”

A natural right-handed batter, Berkman learned how to switch-hit at the insistence of his father, remembering, “When things were tight and my team needed a run, my teammates used to beg me to hit right-handed. But my dad wouldn’t allow it. He made sure I learned to switch-hit.”

After getting his start in organized ball in the local youth leagues, Berkman spent two years excelling on the diamond at Austin High School, before moving with his family to New Braunfels, Texas, prior to the start of his junior year. Starring at first base for the Canyon High School baseball team the next two seasons, Berkman earned All-District First-Team honors as a senior by hitting eight homers, driving in 30 runs, batting .539, and posting a slugging percentage of .974, prompting Rice University to offer him an athletic scholarship. Continuing his exceptional play in college, Berkman ended up setting school records in several offensive categories, including highest career batting average (.385), most home runs (67), and most RBIs (272). Particularly outstanding his junior year, Berkman gained recognition from the National Collegiate Baseball Writers Association as the NCAA Player of the Year by hitting 41 homers, knocking in 134 runs, and batting .431.

While in college, Berkman also became more committed to Christianity, recalling, “I had a buddy who was a strong Christian and lived his life in accordance with that. This guy was different, and the more I was around him, I realized that I was a guy who claimed to be a Christian, yet my life didn’t look any different from someone who didn’t. That was my Damascus Road experience, where God said either you’re in or you’re out. If you’re going to claim to be a Christian, you’d better demonstrate that. Otherwise, don’t even bother.”
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Lance Berkman hit more than 30 home runs for the Astros five times.



Choosing to forgo his senior year at Rice after the Astros selected him with the 16th overall pick of the 1997 MLB Amateur Draft, Berkman received high praise at the time from Houston GM Gerry Hunsicker, who said, “He is the best hitting prospect we have drafted in some time. A switch-hitter with power is a rare commodity you just can’t pass up.”

Berkman spent the next two-and-a-half years in the minor leagues, during which time he transitioned from first base to the outfield due to the presence of Jeff Bagwell in Houston. Performing well at every stop, Berkman earned a callup to the parent club midway through the 1999 campaign, after which he went on to hit four homers, drive in 15 runs, and bat .237 in 34 games and 106 total plate appearances.

Although Berkman subsequently began the 2000 season in the minors, he returned to Houston in May. Spending the rest of the year starting for the Astros at both corner outfield positions, Berkman earned a sixth-place finish in the NL Rookie of the Year voting by hitting 21 homers, knocking in 67 runs, scoring 76 times, batting .297, and compiling an OPS of .949. Having established himself as a full-time starter, Berkman joined the NL’s elite in 2001, when he began an outstanding eight-year run during which he posted the following numbers:




	YEAR
	HR
	RBI
	RUNS
	AVG
	OBP
	SLG
	OPS





	2001
	34
	126
	110
	.331
	.430
	.620
	1.051



	2002
	42
	128
	106
	.292
	.405
	.578
	.982



	2003
	25
	93
	110
	.288
	.412
	.515
	.927



	2004
	30
	106
	104
	.316
	.450
	.566
	1.016



	2005
	24
	82
	76
	.293
	.411
	.524
	.934



	2006
	45
	136
	95
	.315
	.420
	.621
	1.041



	2007
	34
	102
	95
	.278
	.386
	.510
	.896



	2008
	29
	106
	114
	.312
	.420
	.567
	.986







In addition to leading the NL with 128 RBIs in 2002, Berkman topped the senior circuit in doubles twice, with his 55 two-baggers in 2001 representing the second-highest single-season total in franchise history. Berkman also consistently placed near the top of the league rankings in on-base percentage, OPS, and walks, drawing more than 100 bases on balls on three separate occasions. An NL All-Star in five of those seasons, Berkman also earned four top-five finishes in the league MVP voting, one Sporting News All-Star nomination, and team MVP honors five times. Meanwhile, the Astros advanced to the playoffs three times, the NLCS twice, and the World Series once, finishing either first or second in the NL Central Division in six of those eight seasons.

Blessed with good power, the ability to hit the ball hard to all fields, a keen batting eye, and outstanding patience at the plate, Berkman proved to be one of the NL’s most complete hitters, with Astros manager Larry Dierker stating at one point during the 2001 season, “Maybe five times this year, Lance has had what you’d call a bad at-bat. Quite simply, he understands the art of hitting.”

In discussing his role on the team, Berkman said, “The name of the game for a guy like me is scoring runs and driving guys in. Those are two stats that are very important for me personally. That’s really my job. That’s what I’m supposed to do to help this team win.”
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Berkman ranks among the most productive switch-hitters of all time.

Courtesy of Bryce Edwards



Despite being a natural right-handed batter, Berkman gradually developed into a better hitter from the left side of the plate, causing him to briefly consider abandoning switch-hitting. In fact, Berkman once claimed that he would bat left-handed only if he were to begin his major-league career again.

Nicknamed “Fat Elvis” and “Big Puma,” the 6'1", 220-pound Berkman, who Gerry Hunsicker once described as “lumpy,” did not have the body of a well-conditioned athlete. Because of Berkman’s physique, others sometimes felt that he did not take the game seriously enough, with Astros manager Phil Garner saying, “Comparing him to some guys, he wasn’t the hardest worker.”

In his defense, though, Berkman stated, “I think that perception just comes from the fact that a lot of guys show up at two o’clock for a seven o’clock game. I don’t feel the need to do that. I get dressed right before batting practice. To me, there’s no sense in getting loose before batting practice, then sit around for an hour and then get ready for the game.”

Berkman added, “I want to win as badly as anybody, and I want to do well to help this team win, and I care about it. I don’t want people to think I don’t care and have an ‘Oh well, whatever’ attitude. It can drive you crazy if you let it. You have to keep some perspective to stay sane.”

Although Berkman developed a reputation as a clubhouse comedian who did not take himself too seriously, he remained dedicated to helping others during his time in Houston, establishing Berkman’s Bunch, which provided a way for underprivileged children to attend Astros games. And after signing a lucrative long-term deal with the Astros in 2005, Berkman pledged $100,000 each season to the Astros in Action Foundation, which supports programs related to literacy, education, health issues, religious organizations, and reviving baseball in the inner city.

Berkman, who, after seeing extensive action at both corner outfield positions his first several years in Houston, moved to first base full-time in 2007, experienced a decline in offensive production in 2009, when, limited by injuries to 136 games, he hit 25 homers, knocked in 80 runs, scored 73 times, and batted .274. Off to a slow start the following year for an Astros team that ended up posting its third losing record in four seasons, the 34-year-old Berkman began to entertain thoughts of going elsewhere, stating, “This organization has been great to me. I love the Houston Astros. No matter what happens, I’m always going to be an Astro at heart. But as you get older, you definitely start to look at being on a losing team, and you say, ‘How many sub-.500 seasons do you want to play?’”

Ultimately dealt to the Yankees just prior to the trade deadline for youngsters Mark Melancon and Jimmy Paredes, Berkman said at the time, “I’m excited for a new challenge. Coming to a first-place team and a team that’s expected to go deep into the postseason is a great opportunity and one that I really felt like I couldn’t pass up.”

Berkman, who left Houston with career totals of 326 home runs, 1,090 RBIs, 1,008 runs scored, 1,648 hits, 375 doubles, 26 triples, and 82 stolen bases, a .296 batting average, a .410 on-base percentage, and a .549 slugging percentage, finished out the season in New York, before signing with the St. Louis Cardinals as a free agent at the end of the year. After hitting 31 homers, driving in 94 runs, and batting .301 for the world champion Cardinals in 2011, Berkman spent the next two seasons assuming a backup role in St. Louis and Texas, before retiring with career totals of 366 homers, 1,234 RBIs, 1,146 runs scored, 1,905 hits, 422 doubles, 30 triples, and 86 steals, a .293 batting average, a .406 on-base percentage, and a .537 slugging percentage. Second only to Mickey Mantle all-time among switch-hitters in on-base percentage, slugging percentage, and OPS, Berkman also became just the second switch-hitter in MLB history to surpass 40 home runs in multiple seasons.

After signing a one-day contract with the Astros on April 5, 2014, that allowed him to officially retire as a member of the team, Berkman became head baseball coach at Second Baptist High School in Houston, which he led to the state championship in 2016. Berkman remained in that post for two more years, before handing in his resignation after failing to get the head-coaching job at his alma mater, Rice University, saying at the time, “I was really coaching (at Second Baptist) to put myself in position to get the Rice job. When that didn’t work out, it took the wind out of my sails a little bit. I never intended to be a high-school coach for the rest of my life.”

Berkman
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Notable Achievements


	Hit more than 20 home runs 10 times, topping 30 homers five times and 40 homers twice.

	Knocked in more than 100 runs six times, surpassing 120 RBIs on three occasions.

	Scored more than 100 runs five times.

	Batted over .300 four times.

	Surpassed 30 doubles seven times, topping 40 two-baggers on three occasions.

	Drew more than 100 bases on balls three times.

	Compiled on-base percentage over .400 seven times.

	Posted slugging percentage over .500 10 times, topping the .600-mark twice.

	Posted OPS over .900 nine times, topping 1.000 three times.

	Hit three home runs in one game vs. Cincinnati on April 16, 2002.

	Led NL in doubles twice and RBIs once.

	Finished second in NL in bases on balls once.

	Finished third in NL in home runs once, RBIs once, on-base percentage twice, slugging percentage once, OPS twice, and total bases once.

	Led NL first basemen in fielding percentage once.

	Holds Astros single-season records for most RBIs (136 in 2006) and extra-base hits (94 in 2001).

	Holds Astros career record for highest on-base percentage (.410).

	Ranks among Astros career leaders in home runs (2nd), RBIs (3rd), runs scored (4th), batting average (6th), slugging percentage (3rd), OPS (3rd), hits (6th), extra-base hits (3rd), doubles (4th), total bases (4th), bases on balls (3rd), sacrifice flies (6th), games played (5th), plate appearances (5th), and at-bats (6th).

	Two-time division champion (1999 and 2001).

	2005 NL champion.

	Four-time NL Player of the Week.

	Two-time NL Player of the Month.

	Five-time Astros team MVP (2001, 2002, 2004, 2006, and 2008).

	Finished in top five of NL MVP voting four times, placing third twice.

	Five-time NL All-Star selection (2001, 2002, 2004, 2006, and 2008).

	2006 Sporting News NL All-Star selection.

	Inducted into Astros Hall of Fame in 2020.











— SUMMARY —

Having identified the 50 greatest players in Houston Astros history, the time has come to select the best of the best. Based on the rankings contained in this book, the members of the Astros all-time team are listed below. Our squad includes the top player at each position, along with a pitching staff that features a five-man starting rotation, a setup man, and a closer. Our starting lineup also includes a designated hitter.





	STARTING LINEUP
	PITCHING STAFF



	PLAYER
	POSITION
	PLAYER
	POSITION





	César Cedeñ
	CF
	Roy Oswalt
	SP



	Craig Biggio
	C
	Joe Niekro
	SP



	José Altuve
	2B
	Mike Scott
	SP



	Jeff Bagwell
	1B
	J. R. Richard
	SP



	Lance Berkman
	DH
	Larry Dierker
	SP



	Jim Wynn
	RF
	Dave Smith
	SU



	José Cruz
	LF
	Billy Wagner
	CL



	Alex Bregman
	3B
	
	



	Carlos Correa
	SS
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