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PRAISE FOR
TIM MCCARVER’S BASEBALL FOR BRAIN SURGEONS AND OTHER FANS

“Tim McCarver is one of the most intelligent men in America. I only wish more politicians and educators were in his class. To support my claim, I refer all readers to this simple volume, the most intelligent book ever written about our secular national religion.”

—PETE HAMILL

“A discourse that all players could study profitably from, from Little Leaguers to major league regulars.… McCarver and Peary have joined forces to produce one of the most significant baseball books in years.”

—Publishers Weekly

“This is the Gray’s Anatomy of baseball. The game’s preeminent broadcast analyst, along with sportswriter Danny Peary, identifies, isolates, and then fuses the ganglia of this remarkably complicated activity. They show how this simple playground game has nuances and imagery extending far beyond that of any other sport.”

—Business Week

“This is perhaps the best book I’ve ever encountered to understand how a pitcher decides what to throw; what goes through a hitter’s mind as he steps into the batter’s box with the game on the line; how an infielder positions himself; or how a speedy runner uses his savvy to know when not to steal a base. Readers will be nodding their heads and saying, ‘Ahhh. So that’s how (and why) they do that.’ ”

—Bookpage

“Full of the sort of inside stuff active players are obliged to lie about.… I started McCarver’s book because I was sure he would teach me something. I finished it as Casey Stengel.”

—The Cincinnati Enquirer

“For anyone who wants to know what’s really going on down there on the field, this is an indispensable tool.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune

“Read any chapter and you’ll never watch baseball again in quite the same way.”

—The Arizona Republic

“Offers a fascinatingly quick-paced, easy-to-read explanation of what goes on during a game.”

—Library Journal

“Moves along much in the manner of a McCarver broadcast—voluble, detailed, and fact-filled.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“McCarver is a marvel at discussing strategy.”

—Newark Star-Ledger

“Baseball is the most nuanced of our sports, and Tim McCarver is the most cerebral of its announcers.… Don’t let the ‘brain surgeons’ stuff scare you, though. While McCarver does get into the game-within-a-game-within-a-game, the writing is clear.… The book can serve as a primer for youngsters learning how to play the game.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“McCarver takes you as painlessly and entertainingly through the game’s intricacies on the printed page as he has done for so long on the air as a highly respected TV analyst.… He goes inside the game while making it understandable to outsiders, and it’s a treat to hear him on the players and the game he knows so well.”

—Newsday

“I will recommend this book to many people. I will keep this book on my shelves and will refer to it, in the next ten years, hundreds of times. I will recommend it to young people who need to know all kinds of detailed stuff to write about baseball or broadcast it.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“A steady stream of baseball thoughts from an articulate sportscaster who can’t get enough baseball theory.”

—USA Today

“McCarver and Peary answer virtually every strategic question about how the sport is played.”

—Baseball Weekly
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For the teachers who spent countless hours with me, especially George Kissell, Eddie Stanky, and Joe Schultz. They taught me how to play the game, how to think it, and, ultimately, how to talk it.

And also to teachers everywhere.
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INTRODUCTION

I was signed, I was traded, I was waived, I was released. I played it and plied it. I was angered by it, disappointed in myself because of it, gladdened and heartened by it. I was cheered in parades, I was booed off the field, I was treated with silent indifference. I was on world champions and cellar dwellers. I was a hero, and I failed miserably. I felt on top of the world and like I wanted to crawl under a rock. I spiked and was spiked, took out hard and was taken out hard. I was hit by “that little white rat” more times than I could count. I hit it hard, I hit it weakly. I lifted it, grounded it, popped it, and lined it. I hit it foul and fair while realizing there was nothing fair about it. Baseball. I’ve been thrilled about it and wearied by it, but more than anything else I’ve lived it—and always loved it. I’ve been talking about it for many years. Now I am writing about it.
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During the Philadelphia Phillies’ successful run for the 1980 National League pennant, some of the fans at Veterans Stadium might have done a double take when they saw someone in a Phillies uniform conducting postgame interviews down on the field. I was the guy with the microphone. Having played for the Phillies from mid-1975 through the 1979 season, I had been activated in September so that I could become a rare four-decade major leaguer. Although I wasn’t on their World Series roster, I was part of the team and dressed for each game. I still had on my Phillies cap but was “wearing” my new hat, that of a Phillies broadcaster.

I had officially retired the previous October, and, as had been agreed on two years before, I became the fifth announcer in the Phillies’ four-man booth, joining the much-missed Richie Ashburn, Harry Kalas, Andy Musser, and Chris Wheeler, who’d be my partner on cable games. I had no training in the booth, so in preparation I spent three months with Chris honing my skills at an empty studio at Channel 17, WPHL, in Philadelphia. The first time we sat there, Chris put on a videotaped game minus the sound and waited for me to start describing the action as if I were broadcasting to people in their homes. Cowed by the silence, I looked at the television and looked at Chris. Finally, Chris said, “Go ahead.” I stammered, “Go ahead and what???” It was terrifying. In my broadcasting career, I guess you could say that was when I first started to find my voice, both figuratively and literally.

I worked for the Phillies through 1982 and in 1983 went to New York to broadcast Mets games for WWOR-TV and, for a time, SportsChannel. Ralph Kiner, who has been broadcasting Mets games since their inception in 1962, introduced me as Tim MacArthur, although I had arrived, not returned. I have been with the Mets ever since, doing play-by-play and color.

In 1984, I also started working with ABC. My first postseason experience as a broadcaster came that year, when I was a roving reporter in the stands during the Chicago Cubs–San Diego Padres National League Championship Series. I was on a per-game basis and was tickled to death that it went the full five games because I needed the money. In 1985, Howard Cosell came out with his controversial book and ABC fired him ten days before the World Series and assigned me to do my first Series. I stayed at ABC through 1989, then was with CBS from 1990 through 1993, including my Winter Olympics assignment. In 1994, I went back to work at ABC, where I was reunited with Al Michaels and Jim Palmer. We did five games, and then the strike hit, which blew us out for the postseason. In 1994, The Baseball Network, which was a joint venture of ABC and NBC, came into fruition. We split postseason play in ’95 with NBC.

In 1996, I found a home at FOX and began my partnership with Joe Buck, working strictly as an analyst. So today I divide my time between FOX for the Game of the Week, the All-Star Game, and postseason play and WWOR for Mets games, working with Ralph and the ubiquitous Gary Thorne. In my business they say, “Long season, small booth,” which means you have to hope for a good partner. I know I’m fortunate because I’ve heard of nightmare situations involving mismatched twosomes. One story that makes the rounds is of a broadcaster who couldn’t find his nineteen-cent Bic pen five minutes before the game started, and just as his partner was settling in, he boomed accusingly, “You know, it’s tough to work with thieves in the booth!” So I’ll joke with Gary sometimes: “Where’s my pen? It’s tough to work with thieves …” Fortunately, Gary and I have similar senses of humor.

To succeed as a major leaguer, you must be able to adjust and adapt continually, and that’s what I’ve tried to do as a broadcaster. As I earlier indicated, finding a voice was my first aspiration, because in sports broadcasting that’s the equivalent of learning how to walk. Every step of the way in my second career, I’ve discovered that to find his voice, the good broadcaster must, oddly enough, learn when not to talk. At the very beginning, Richie Ashburn, the minimalist among sports broadcasters, said to me, “Tim, somebody told me years ago—I forget who it was—that if you don’t have anything to say, don’t say it.” A simple but wise statement. Former Phillies television producer Gene Kirby also gave me valuable “advice” when he told me, “Don’t talk through the goddamn pitch.”

I learned from experience not to start a long story (or ask a guest in the booth a complicated question) with two outs in an inning. And though I continued my eternal quest for the right adjectives, I learned, with prompting from Al Michaels, to eliminate the verb when doing play-by-play on television. On radio, a broadcaster will say, “There’s a ground ball to the left side. Vizquel plants his foot and throws to Thome. It’s in time.” On television, as Al would point out, you say, “Ground ball to Vizquel … over to Thome … one out.” If it’s a spectacular play, you can convey that with the excitement in your voice, and after your call you can go over it in more detail, perhaps with a video replay.

Television is a visual medium, and not talking at the right moment and allowing pictures to take over can be golden. On a FOX telecast, Cleveland’s Manny Ramirez belted a grand slam that broke open a game against New York and the home crowd went wild. I said nothing during the replays, although I had made comments every time we had gone to videotape before. I let it play for about twenty-five seconds—the only sound was the cheers of the crowd. In Game 4 of the 1997 American League Championship Series, Joe Buck, Bob Brenly, and I all gave way to the boisterous Indians crowd during replays of Sandy Alomar’s dramatic ninth-inning hit that beat Baltimore. Sometimes words add nothing and are distracting. It’s not dead air just because you’re not talking—it’s air that’s alive. If I’m channel surfing and pass a channel where a crowd is going bonkers, I’m going to stop. That’s human nature. Viewers don’t need to be told to listen to the crowd.

Richie Ashburn’s counsel not to talk unless I had something to say has stuck with me through the years. I think for some time it made me self-conscious because, knowing Ashburn, I believed he was insinuating that no one ever has anything so important to say that they must go into detail about it. But I decided to take his words at face value and came to the conclusion that whenever I had a point to bring up and the time was right, it was my responsibility to say it. As a broadcaster who had spent twenty-one years in the major leagues, I had been hired to talk about what I learned as a player, not to keep quiet.

And I had expertise. I had been schooled in the Cardinals’ system by such remarkable teachers as Eddie Stanky and George Kissell, and I played for such philosophical big-league managers as Gene Mauch. I had caught Hall of Famers Bob Gibson and Steve Carlton and a lot of other pitchers who used their wiles rather than dominant pitches to get out batters. I had batted against the likes of Sandy Koufax, Don Drysdale, Juan Marichal, and Tom Seaver. I had watched my Cardinals teammate Stan Musial battle pitchers, and I caught behind all-time greats like Willie Mays and Hank Aaron. Catching allows for observation denied to players in other positions. I had learned a great deal from playing the game-watching, asking questions, and from having been around some of the craftiest players, managers, and coaches the game has ever known. The strong opinions I found myself voicing in the booth were formulated during those many years I had spent down on the field. I had an eye for the game. I was cut out to think about baseball and I was cut out to talk about it.

But the one thing I didn’t take enough into consideration in the early years of my broadcast career was that my new audience was different from the players, managers, and coaches to whom I’d been talking baseball all those years. It dawned on me that finding a voice wasn’t sufficient; I had to find the right voice to be able to communicate all my knowledge of the game and genuine passion for it to the fans. My problem was that I would say things about the game matter-of-factly, as if everybody listening at home knew it as well as I did. It’s a trap many ex-ballplayers fall into. It took a while to realize that nobody outside the game knows it in the same way as people who are in it. What is routine to the player is not necessarily routine to the viewer. So you have to tell viewers at times what is and is not significant. It’s not hyperbole or anything; it’s knowing how to accentuate the points that you really think viewers should pay attention to. The hope is that the next time the same situation arises on the field, they will be able to think along with me, or be one step ahead—and maybe even disagree. That, in fact, is the premise of this book.

I had always loved baseball, but I gained a whole new appreciation of it once I began watching it as a broadcaster, high above the field. As a player you know it’s fun and exciting, but you’re so focused on executing that you never take into account how the fan sees the game. As a broadcaster, you look at it differently. You don’t want to forget how you saw it as a player, but you also start to see it the same way fans do. If you put those two viewpoints together, then you can have a good package for viewers. You are thinking like the fans, and the real challenge is to get them to start thinking like you.

Looking back, I see that it was a stroke of luck for me that my arrival in New York in 1983 coincided with the Mets starting their rise that would make them world champions in 1986. Also, the Mets’ roster in my first years there would include a lot of interesting and popular players like Keith Hernandez, Rusty Staub, Gary Carter, Darryl Strawberry, Len Dykstra, Ray Knight, Mookie Wilson, Jesse Orosco, Ron Darling, and Dwight Gooden. People who hadn’t paid much attention to baseball suddenly were tuning in and wanted to know more about the players—broadcasters should never forget about the human side!—and about the game they played. I wasn’t the first to talk strategy—announcers like Tony Kubek had been doing that for years—but it seemed like so many new and returning baseball fans, including adults, suddenly wanted to think baseball instead of just watching it. Now people wanted to know what options the manager was considering in certain situations, what the individual players were doing at different points in a game, what everybody’s responsibilities were on a given play.

I could give those Mets fans only my opinion and my philosophy, as I do in this book. When any announcer broadcasts a game, he is both reporting the game and giving his personal view of it. And that in a sense becomes the theme of the telecast. As viewers get to know an announcer—which they do better in baseball than in any other sport—they will decide if what he says has merit. If viewers are stimulated into forming opinions when I broadcast a game, then I don’t care if they agree with me. Disagreement means people are listening and paying attention. I don’t mind being wrong, and I’ll admit it on the air in a second when I am. It’s impossible to be right all the time when you’re giving opinions on a sport that has no absolutes. In fact, I am sometimes guilty of giving a reason why a player did something only to discover when I talk to him after the game that he has no idea why he did it. That’s particularly true with an inexperienced player. No matter: Whether he was thinking of it or not, I want to tell the viewers what he should have been thinking.

I’d estimate that 25 percent of the mail I get expresses dissenting views, and that’s fine. I will say that they don’t often disagree with my criticism of a team’s strategy, but they’ll come to the defense of any player I mention even when I’m not critical of him. Women in particular will get angry with me: “Well, I like Butch Huskey.” One of the major problems all broadcasters have is that a player’s wife or family member or friend will hear what you said about him and by the time it gets back to him, he thinks you came just short of emasculating him.

As a broadcaster, I try to be informative, interesting—giving novel opinions as well as original takes on things that have been discussed in baseball for a hundred years—as prescient as possible and, aspiring to be honest rather than controversial, provocative. With such a style, I expect to be accused of talking too much on occasion. It does happen, although not nearly as much as it did early in my career. In fact, when I was on Don Imus’s morning radio show before 1997’s All-Star Game, he predicted that my partners in the booth wouldn’t get a word in edgewise. Imus was joking … I think.

I also have been accused of psychobabble. In 1997, as a camera panned the dugout of the Cubs as they suffered their National League—record-breaking fourteenth straight loss opening the season, I quoted a line from Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost about how “mirth cannot move a soul in agony.” I was attacked in one New Jersey paper for trying to wax eloquent during a baseball game. Not long after that, however, I received a touching letter from a man who said those words I quoted really hit home with him and his wife. It turned out that he headed an organization for people who have lost children to violence, and he read those words I had called to his attention at a gathering of the group. More than giving me vindication, that letter affirmed my belief that the words some people find empty touch a responsive chord in others.

Baseball doesn’t exist in a vacuum, and its fans are more than baseball fans. When they turn on their sets, they bring with them a wealth of experience and knowledge, just as announcers do when they enter the booth. That’s why I think that if you don’t go entirely off track or become tasteless, you can bring outside references to a broadcast without turning off viewers. To me, the biggest gift you can bring to a game is to go beyond the obvious. Just like my singing idol Frank Sinatra interprets the same song in many different ways according to how he’s feeling at the time, your way of presenting a game can change. You have the responsibility to be imaginative, without getting away from or interfering with the game. You don’t detract but add to the game by finding different ways to say things. To me, it makes the tradition of the game richer. What you’re doing is communicating. In trying to explain the game to the novice, you want to use examples and outside references that will make things clearer to them. That’s what I always try to do.

While I do get serious at times, especially when I present a human interest story involving a player going through rough times, I never forget the place of humor in broadcasting. I’m very serious about my business, but the times I get in trouble now are when I take myself too seriously or when I take the game too seriously. So I’ll quote Steven Wright or I’ll bring in George Carlin’s observation “If the Reds were baseball’s first team, who did they play?” You can make funny remarks about a team when you’re doing a national game, but when you’re doing the local broadcast—“The Mets have stranded more men than Elizabeth Taylor”—you’d better make sure it hasn’t lost seven or eight games in a row or the fans won’t be in the mood for you to be flippant. On a network game, even if you offend one side, at least you’ll amuse the other. But you don’t want to go too far.

During a baseball game, the action ebbs and flows, so there is time for whimsical thought, serious thought, playful thought, analytical thought. It takes a skillful announcer to know the proper time for each. When the game is on the line, the only thing you talk about is the game. When there are two outs in the ninth inning and the tying run is on base, you don’t want to be joking with your partner or fitting in a story you meant to tell in the third inning. The words have to fit the picture and the action, and they have to be concise. Succinctness in a close game becomes more imperative the later it gets. The picture should be telling the story.

What rankles me more than anything is when I’m told that people who watch baseball games are only half listening. They are trying to tell their broadcasters something. And those guys should pay attention. It’s not all the listener’s fault. If a speaker is dull at a dinner, you can’t blame the audience. A broadcaster has a responsibility to say things that are worth listening to and to be stimulating.

What makes baseball hard to broadcast is that the game can look so much easier than it is (especially on television) and sound so much harder than it is. Great players like Ken Griffey, Jr., make hitting and defense look so effortless that the average fan can’t fathom how difficult it is to play successfully. It’s hard for them to appreciate that the game’s stars play it so “easily” only after they have found ways to simplify its many intricacies by spending a great deal of time in preparation. Only on the field do they let their instincts take over. Baseball is as much mental preparation as it is physical action, and that’s why it isn’t so easy to grasp for casual fans or some players.

There is no denying that on one level baseball is cerebral, yet you don’t have to be a genius to be a savvy fan or to have success as a manager or player. My onetime manager Danny Ozark proved both these points when he exclaimed: “Half of this game is ninety percent mental.” Albert Einstein failed in his attempt to learn baseball from catcher Moe Berg, but, as I’ve often said, you don’t have to be an Einstein to comprehend how the game is played. Einstein couldn’t watch the game on television. You can.

The beauty of baseball is that it can be enjoyed at all levels. But I think the more you learn about it and the more exposed you are to its many subtleties, the more you will be able to think along with the players, managers, and broadcasters and the more fascinating it will become to you. Television can improve a fan’s knowledge dramatically with visuals and the play-by-play, the judicious use of replays from various camera angles, and sharp commentary. Elucidation leads to anticipation, and when what you think might happen does, it’s as much fun for you the fan as for the broadcaster.

For the television viewer, I try to elucidate and illuminate—and simplify when needed—so that he or she can understand all aspects of baseball (batting, pitching, catching, fielding, running, managing) and get into the heads of all the game’s participants. That is also the purpose of this book. Intended for fans who want to learn more about baseball, it is a mix of perception and philosophy, a few stories and a lot of strategies. It is, quite simply, my view of how baseball is played and how it should be played. Directed at fans at home as well as at the park, it is also a look at baseball from up in the booth and through the lens of the camera.

Be advised that when I contend that a particular strategy should be employed in a given situation, I am speaking of the typical situation, not the extreme case. There are so many variables that must be factored into the equation before a solid strategy can be devised. You should remember that when you watch a game, any strategy, whether conceived by an announcer or by you, depends on the answers to such questions as: Who is pitching and how is his stuff today? Who is the batter and is he hot or cold? Who’s on deck? Who’s on base? What’s the defensive alignment? What’s the count? What’s the score? Which relievers are available? I hope this book will stimulate you to ask the appropriate questions in a given situation and to use the answers to decide for yourself what the best strategy should be.

This book is an explanation of baseball to some degree, but I like to think of it more as an interpretation—just as I see a baseball broadcast as the interpretation, in words and pictures, by the play-by-play man, analyst, and the producer and director and their crew, of the game on your set. While I stand by all the theories I advance here, including all those with which managers and other announcers may disagree, my hope is not that they automatically be taken as gospel by those of you who are trying to better learn the game. I would prefer that you put my ideas to the test whenever you watch baseball on television or at the park. Use them as a starting point, but go further on your own. If soon you begin to think along with a broadcaster, whether it’s me or anyone else, and you find yourself either agreeing with his “version” of the game or interpreting things a bit differently, then I will have achieved my goal. At that point, you will have learned how to watch baseball like a pro.
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THE PREGAME ROUTINE

Viewers often ask me what I do prior to a telecast. It surprises them to learn that the broadcast itself amounts to only half of the work I put in on the day of a game. In fact, I usually arrive at the ballpark three or four hours before the start of the game, whether I’m announcing a national game for FOX or a Mets game for WWOR-TV in the New York metropolitan area. In the postseason, I might get to the park at three o’clock for an 8 P.M. game to familiarize myself with the extra graphics and statistics. I also will need extra time if I’m scheduled to tape interviews or special segments.

At Shea Stadium, my first stop is the control room, which is located downstairs next to the clubhouses. One of the few self-contained control rooms in a major-league stadium, it has monitors for each of the cameras around the field, replay equipment, and computers that call up statistics and place graphics over images on the screen. Amid all the pregame bustle, I’ll have brief, informal production meetings with coordinating producer-director Jeff Mitchell, executive producer Rick Miner, and associate producer-director Steve Oelbaum. We’ll run ideas by each other. For instance, I might tell Jeff that I’d like a particular visual during the game, such as a “low-first” shot (so called because of the camera position) of a pitcher with a good pickoff move, and he might let me know about some particular graphics that have been prepared for the game. Also present is Arthur Friedman, who has been the Mets’ statistician for thirty years. During the game, he will be feeding Gary, Ralph, and me stats, but here he’ll just update me on anything that has happened in baseball that I might have missed and give me some random thoughts about the upcoming game.

When the Mets are on the road, only Jeff and Steve are on hand, working with a local crew and sitting in an equipment truck outside the stadium. FOX always works out of a truck, so I’ll go out there to have pregame meetings with director Bill Webb and coordinating producer John Filippelli. Ed Goren, executive producer of FOX Sports, is usually back in the studio in Los Angeles.
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Next, I’ll venture into the two clubhouses and dugouts and stand by the batting cage conversing with the managers, coaches, and some of the players. Often, we’ll just renew old acquaintances; other times, I’ll try to get some information that will help me with my broadcast. For instance, if I haven’t seen a rookie pitcher, I might ask his manager or his catcher what to look for. Oddly, while I was standing by the cage before the first Mets-Yankee game at Yankee Stadium in 1997, outfielder Paul O’Neill asked me who the Mets’ relievers were and what they threw. I had to laugh. I kiddingly told Paul that George Steinbrenner hadn’t hired me to be an advance scout. While Paul and I are friends, I don’t necessarily want to be friends with players. But I do try to be friendly.

BATTING PRACTICE

I like to watch batting practice because I think it’s very enlightening. Some players take the wrong approach, and it becomes a home run derby. It shouldn’t be just for show. You can definitely tell the smart hitters by how seriously they take batting practice. The best way to approach b.p. is to hit from line to line because it helps establish muscle-memory for the front shoulder to be locked in. Willie Mays hit to all fields in batting practice instead of just hitting five-hundred-foot homers. Dick Allen, when he took batting practice, always worked from the opposite side to the pull side. He’d hit ground balls the other way and then explode on the last couple of pitches—and he was ready. The remarkable Tony Gwynn, the hardest-working hitter in the game today, thinks it’s vital to swing at one hundred balls a day in order to build and retain muscle-memory. Watching him take batting practice is an education on good hitting.

During batting practice, players often reveal what they will do during a game. One day, I saw Mets pitcher Rick Reed practicing squeeze bunts, which was highly unusual. When he came up in the game, I told the viewers to be ready for him to lay it down. I wasn’t trying to be prescient; I was just using common sense. Sure enough, Reed squeezed his second time up. Before a game against the Phillies, I saw the left-handed-hitting John Olerud practicing going the other way so I wasn’t surprised when he blasted a two-run homer to left off Curt Schilling in his first at-bat. When I see Mets catcher Todd Hundley going the opposite way during batting practice while batting from the left side, I might not predict an opposite-field hit during the upcoming game but I’m aware that his front shoulder is locked in and that he may hit homers to right on balls that he’d ordinarily pull fifty feet foul. You see, most good hitters use batting practice to prepare for the game. Perhaps b.p. should stand for batting preparation.

EVALUATING STATISTICS

About ninety minutes before a Mets game, I am handed detailed statistical sheets on the two teams. I use these in conjunction with the stats passed on to me before the game by Arthur Friedman. Arthur’s computerized database is supplemented by the amazing Elias Sports Bureau. We have numbers for things like what a guy is hitting with runners in scoring position in late innings and how a pitcher does with men in scoring position. On FOX games, Steve Horn is our information man, and one of his many jobs is to sit in the booth next to Joe Buck and supply us with stats and pertinent facts. The people in the FOX truck receive a stat printout from Elias and, like Arthur Friedman, are constantly on the phone with Elias for verification of certain numbers.

I don’t like to inundate viewers with numbers, especially toward the end of the game, so I only want to be given stats that are both interesting to viewers and important to the managers and players. Steve Hirdt of Elias, who is the source for much that goes on the air, tells me that almost every manager and general manager subscribes to their pitcher-versus-batter reports and most want general stats on pinch hitters and relievers. These are both significant stats and historical references interesting to viewers. (What else they want, Steve says, is confidential because managers don’t want the opposition to know what they’re asking for.)

Because baseball is a game of firsts, I’m interested in firsts, so Steve gives me data on them. For example, the team that scores first wins two thirds of the games. (I think this stat is particularly pertinent if Brady Anderson leads off the game you’re watching with a home run.) Moreover, if the first batter in an inning gets on base, his team will score about 51 percent of the time, but if he makes an out, his team will get a run in that inning only 16 percent of the time.

What other stats do I consider valid? A batter’s average and production numbers with two strikes. The strikeouts-to-walks ratio of both pitchers and batters. How many sacrifice bunts the number two hitter in a lineup has. How many pickoffs the pitcher has and how many runners his catcher has thrown out stealing. How often the batter has grounded into double plays, especially if the pitcher he is facing is a sinkerballer. How many inherited runners have scored and how many have been stranded by a particular reliever. The earned run average of a starting pitcher. On many other stats something has to be dramatically different from the norm to be of consequence. Two examples: A batter hits one hundred points higher in the daytime; a pitcher is 8-0 at home and 0-8 on the road. It’s up to the announcer to bring the stats to life. Simply rattling off numbers doesn’t get the job done.



I’ve learned that All-Star Games are the most difficult to broadcast because strategy goes out of the window. You prepare differently to include more about the personalities involved and how they do what they do. Statistics become magnified. Numbers become nuggets. And stories are pure gold. For instance, when ABC broadcast the 1986 game, I related a story I had heard from Yankees publicist Harvey Greene about American League All-Star Don Mattingly. I said that before Mattingly traveled to the game, he had graciously agreed to use the bat of his teammate Mike Fischlin, an obscure utility man on the Yankees who wanted his bat to make an All-Star appearance because he knew he’d never get to the game himself. I ended by telling Al Michaels, who was doing play-by-play, “This is probably the only time Fischlin will ever be mentioned at an All-Star Game.” Without missing a beat, Al asked rhetorically, “What do you mean probably?”





It’s easy to misuse stats. One April, I was watching a game where one team had the bases loaded with two outs and there was a 2-2 count on a right-handed batter. After a foul back, the announcer said, “Keep this in mind: He hit .352 last September, so the pitcher’s not out of the woods yet.” What does what he hit in the last month of last season have to do with anything? It doesn’t prove he’s a hot hitter. There have been only five or six months since he was hitting well.

In 1997, I got a stat sheet from the Pirates which said that in Jon Lieber’s first seven starts the team scored a total of twenty-one runs but only ten with him in the game. They had mustered a total of only six runs during his five-game losing streak, and in his fourteen starts had scored a total of only twenty-three runs while he was on the mound, an average of 1.6 per appearance. With these numbers they were implying that Lieber was a hard-luck pitcher who deserved to be better than 3-8. What they didn’t stress is that with his 4.52 ERA, he hadn’t held up his end of the bargain. His record was warranted. It’s to be expected that teams’ publicity departments do a little spin-doctoring and enhance their players’ performances by using numbers that appear to be impressive, so it’s up to the commentators to determine if those stats have validity or are meant to obfuscate poor performances.

So when you see stats on your screen, you have to decide whether they are an accurate measure of a player’s performance. Often you have to follow a guy on a day-to-day basis to know how much better or worse he is from the statistics that are presented. When we were teammates on the Cardinals in the sixties, Curt Flood, who would later sacrifice his own career to start the fight against the reserve clause, used to give himself up on productive outs about twenty times a year to move runners to second or third. He’d still bat over .300, but it could have been much higher—and people who didn’t follow the Cardinals didn’t realize this. What he did was the kind of thing that legitimized the line “You won’t see that in the box score tomorrow.”

Steve Hirdt correctly points out that statistics are no longer the domain of drooling eggheads, but are increasingly integral to the baseball-viewing experience. He muses, “People accept TV ratings that are determined by a tiny sampling, but a baseball fan needs to know exactly how many putouts Edgardo Alfonzo has at third base or what Tony Gwynn’s batting average is to the third decimal point.”

Steve Hirdt’s stats mean something. Al Michaels says, “He piques your curiosity so that it brings out other stuff that usually is as important as the original point. The questions that one of his stats may spawn may lead us to say ‘I didn’t know that’ four or five times.” Stats should be catalysts for thoughts.

UPSTAIRS

About forty-five minutes before the first pitch, I will settle into my chair in the still empty broadcast booth and do my final work for the game. I’ll fill out the lineup cards and jot down any pertinent information, stats, or stories I have on the individual players, including anything I picked up since I arrived at the park. People often ask me how I prepare for a game. The answer is total immersion—I prepare for anything and everything because, as Douglas MacArthur said, “Chance favors the prepared man.” I try to cover all the angles, and the temptation is to try to get it all in. But as esteemed broadcaster Dick Enberg estimates, “You only use ten percent of your preparation.” If you try to get in all your research, viewers may stay tuned in, but they’ll tune you out. If you’ve done your work, that 10 percent will add to, not detract from, a viewer’s enjoyment.


[image: ]

THE BROADCAST

During the game, you’ll find me amid the thick cigar smoke in the corner of a broadcast booth in the second tier of the stadium, above the plate. I’m easier to spot than my broadcast partner to my left because Joe Buck or Ralph Kiner or Gary Thorne is usually seated. Perhaps because our location reminds me of all the years I squatted behind the plate, I often stand through much of the game. To our left is the stage manager, who will hand us promotional tie-ins after the wrap-ups each inning and, via the control room, let us know if a reliever gets up, a pinch hitter grabs a bat, or anything else occurs we might not be aware of.

I can hear Jeff Mitchell on my earpiece throughout the game, as can my broadcast partner. When I want to speak to him during an inning, I push a “talk-back” button, which prevents our conversation from going on the air. I can ask for graphics, stats, a replay, the camera to pick up a particular player while I talk about him, or even a split screen to show several people at once. Or I can ask Jeff for a “sequence,” a concept he pioneered about five years ago. I remember that during the 1996 season, we had a fascinating sequence that showed Bobby Jones get out three Dodgers in succession, all on defensive two-strike swings, proving how in control Jones was.

On three-man broadcasts on FOX, when Bob Brenly, another ex-catcher, joins Joe and me for the All-Star Game and postseason fare, the potential for congestion exists. However, I feel we do a good job of not stepping on each other, with either feet or words. The longer you work together, the more you learn each other’s rhythm and the times you talk at the same time become infrequent. Bob and I will hand-signal each other when we want to say something, but even that’s not really needed. There is a silent language that the three of us understand. That’s how it was at ABC when Jim Palmer and I worked as coanalysts with Al Michaels doing play-by-play.



When it’s 5–0 in the third or fourth inning, you hope the game will sustain the interest of viewers. That’s more likely to happen if the home team is ahead. On network television, we obviously don’t care who wins, but we feel fortunate when the home team at least stays close because we want the crowd to be into the game. Noise creates interest. If the visiting team is way ahead, the crowd is quiet. So if you talk to network producers about ratings, they’ll say, “Give me a home team that wins every time.”

People always ask me how I deal with having to broadcast a blowout. It’s no problem at all. What we may try to do is change our focus. For instance, the game may be over because of the lopsided score, but if Mark McGwire has two more at-bats, we will remind viewers of this. I don’t refer to time, unless it is part of the story. A broadcaster should never complain about how a game is dragging. Baseball is one of the respites for those with Type A behavior, who want everything over with quickly, whether it is sex or baseball. That a game takes longer doesn’t necessarily make it less interesting. A long, even poorly played game can be enjoyable. It’s proper for the broadcaster to have the same enthusiasm and care that he would have in a close game. He owes it to new fans, all the other fans, the managers, his employers, the broadcasting profession, and all the players who are busting their butts on the field to not let down. I remember that Yul Brynner said he gave his all during every performance of The King and I because there were always people in the audience who had never seen the show before. As a broadcaster I feel the same way.

Strategy becomes moot during a blowout, so it’s natural for us to go into the memory bank, as we do when there’s a rain delay. During blowouts, it’s natural to talk about comebacks. For instance, in 1964, when I was with the Cardinals, we were leading the Phillies 10–1 in the bottom of the ninth inning with one out and a man on. It was a laugher. Three relievers later, the game ended 10–9, when Alex Johnson was thrown out by Curt Flood, trying to stretch a single into a double. I can’t tell you the anxiety that we felt.

I’ll also recall a game in 1976, when I was a member of the Phillies. We were trailing 13–2 to the Cubs in Wrigley Field in the top of the sixth inning with one out and nobody on. We won 18–16, when Mike Schmidt belted his fourth homer of the game in the tenth inning off Paul Reuschel, his first having come off Reuschel’s brother Rick. There are several parks in which you can be honest when you say during a blowout, “No lead is safe here.” Wrigley when the wind is blowing out, Fenway Park, Coors, and the Kingdome have been the scenes of many improbable comebacks.





A monitor that shows exactly what you see at home is positioned in front of the play-by-play and color men, jutting out from the booth. Watching the monitor is something I had to become accustomed to. As a player I was taught to always watch the game. While you sat on the bench, you may have fooled around or gotten into a conversation, but you never missed a pitch. When I became a broadcaster, I had the dual responsibility of watching the field to see the action and watching the monitor to know what part of the action the viewers were seeing. However, it’s very dangerous to just work off the monitor if you are doing play-by-play because when the ball goes up in the air it flies off the screen and you don’t know right away where it has been hit or how hard it has been hit. Even the best cameraman can’t pick up the ball with his lens as fast as you can with your eyes if you are looking at the field. So it’s up to the broadcaster to fill in the where-and-how-far information during the time the cameraman is trying to track the ball down.

Everybody gets into trouble watching only the monitor. One time, when I was doing play-by-play for a game in the Astrodome, I was watching the monitor and I saw the batter lift the ball to the left side. Also on the screen, I saw the shortstop run out into the outfield. I told the viewers that he was about to catch an easy pop-up. Then I looked out on the field and saw that the reason the shortstop was racing out was to point to where the long fly ball was going. As the viewers now saw on the screen, the left fielder was backpedaling toward the wall in order to make the catch. I had no choice but to tell the truth, that a rare indoor Texas gale had taken hold of the ball.

Ralph Kiner laughs about the time eight or nine years ago in Montreal, when he was looking at the monitor and lost the ball off the bat. Judging by the sound of the bat striking the ball and the crowd noise, he said, “Gone, gone, good-bye.” And then he saw that it had been a grounder that the left fielder was chasing down in the outfield.

GRAPHICS

There is a second monitor in the box that shows upcoming graphics. The graphic on this monitor will soon be on the monitor in front of us and on your screen. (Similarly, in the control room what is on the preset monitor will shift to the program monitor.) We see graphics in advance so that we will be prepared to either comment on them or say nothing when they appear on your screen. Steve Oelbaum tells me that the typical Mets broadcast has about two hundred graphics, counting the adjusted stats for every time a batter comes up and the changing scores of out-of-town games. And that is only about 30 to 40 percent of what is prepared by Steve and Arthur Friedman. Some of the ideas are inspired by Arthur’s immense knowledge of stats, as well as suggestions by us in the booth, and by notes supplied by Steve Hirdt. Everything is programmed three or four hours before a game, so Arthur knows exactly what is available if a particular situation arises on the field.

A lot of it is hunch. For instance, if a guy comes up with the bases loaded, Arthur will want to have a graphic ready that gives not only his career stats with the bases loaded but also the last time he hit a grand slam. As Arthur says, “Bringing it up two batters later is sloppy.” In 1997, Mets reliever John Franco came in with a three-run lead, so Arthur quickly prepared a graphic for the last time Franco had given up three runs in an inning. Surprisingly, Franco was pounded for three runs, yet we were ready with the graphic. Similarly, when Giants reliever Rod Beck came in to face the Mets, a graphic was ready showing that he owned the two hitters due up back-to-back, Todd Hundley and Bernard Gilkey. It provided a new perspective on a crucial situation. Beck might not have relieved that game and the graphic wouldn’t have been used, but it still would have been comforting to know that it was available if needed.

Steve Hirdt tries to anticipate how a graphic may give a situation more import. So if Rickey Henderson, for example, is playing in the World Series, Steve will try to impress both us and the viewer with a graphic. It might have to do with Henderson’s remarkable on-base percentage during Series play. When you see his name listed with Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig, you realize you are watching somebody who ranks with the all-time greats. And you wonder: Will he get on base now?

In terms of graphics, I think the golden moment is when you start talking about a player, say Andre Dawson, having done something rare—Dawson became one of only three guys to have three hundred homers and three hundred stolen bases—and the minute you start talking about it, the graphic appears on the screen. You haven’t prepared anyone in the control room for what you’re going to say at a precise moment, yet the producer hears you getting into something and, knowing what graphics he has on hand, quickly gets that graphic on screen. When you’re on the same wavelength, you know you’re really clicking.

THE TELESTRATOR

As John Madden continues to prove in football, the Telestrator can be a very powerful tool if used properly. If viewers are just half listening or are confused, a drawing will get their attention, and if you’re playful enough you can get a point across and have fun, too. I’d had one for many years at CBS, but through the encouragement of FOX I’ve been able to use it to better effect, especially in postseason play. In the ’97 divisional playoffs, for example, I outlined Sandy Alomar’s chest protector to show the wide target—much bigger than the mitt—that is used for a young pitcher like Jaret Wright, who throws hard and has a lot of movement. It has become easier to make marks now that we can just touch a screen that is hooked onto the monitor with a finger instead of using a pencil.

MICROPHONES

Television announcers have learned well from radio announcers that sounds can mean a great deal to the viewer. At home, while you’re watching the game, you’re also listening to it. You can sense the atmosphere at the ballpark when announcers allow the sound to play, as opposed to talking nonstop. The crack of the bat, the sound of a fastball hitting a mitt, the roar of the crowd, and the umpire’s loud calls all make you feel like you are there. The good producers will run a playback in real time so you’ll hear the natural sound. In trying to bring the game into your living room, the various networks have placed microphones around the field. I think FOX has been the most innovative. We miked the bases, which I find very useful. On a play at first, you can hear the ball hitting the first baseman’s mitt, the batter’s foot coming down on the bag, and the umpire’s call. Like you, the umpire is basing his call on sounds as well as on what he sees, so you can judge whether he is right or wrong even before the replay.

We’ve miked the foul pole, and the ball has hit it. For the 1997 ALCS, we had sixty mikes along the outfield fence and on a real-time replay you could hear Cleveland center fielder Marquis Grissom slam into the wall trying to make a catch. Ouch. We’ve miked managers and coaches, but only to play back on tape so profanities won’t slip in. I think the use of microphones is a real asset if handled properly. Anything that can make the viewer feel more like he is at the park is very helpful to television and ultimately the game itself. You want viewers to feel that they are part of the action.

THE CAMERAS

Baseball is so much harder to televise than the other sports because it is a game of angles. It constantly amazes me how the good producers and directors like Bill Webb, John Filippelli, and Jeff Mitchell are able to cover everything that goes on during the course of the game, making viewers feel like they know every inch of the ballpark they are watching. These guys really know how to use cameras, not only to show action but also to bring out the emotion felt by the people they shoot. For the 1997 All-Star Game, FOX had sixteen cameras, including the new ten-ounce Catcher-Cam, on the receiver’s hockeylike mask. This is about twice as many cameras as an independent station uses. On Mets games, Jeff has six or seven cameras at his disposal, for which there are five tape machines.

Camera-One, the low-third camera, is located next to the third-base dugout. Jeff uses it to shoot all left-handed batters, right-handed pitchers, the runner at first, and the trail runner. On fielding plays to the left side, the camera will stay on the shortstop or third baseman after the throw to get his reaction to whether the batter was called safe or out. That shot of him can be used in a replay. If a steal is a possibility, I might ask that the two dugout cameras shoot the second baseman and shortstop, so we can tell who’s covering. The camera can sneak behind the gloves they use to cover their mouths. An open mouth means “you cover.” (If there is a steal attempt, Jeff will have three or four cameras directed at second base.)

Jeff likes to use the low-third camera to cross-shoot into the opposite dugout. It’s a better way to get the true emotions of the manager, coaches, and players than by using the camera right next to them, which makes them self-conscious. Moreover, if the other team has a camera in there with yours, they will often obstruct each other. So cross-shooting is usually preferable, particularly if everyone in the dugout is in a bad mood and doesn’t want a lens in his face.

Camera-Two, the high-home camera, is located on the far left of the broadcast booth, opposite me. Turned into the booth, it is the camera that is used when we do our on-camera pregame intros and postgame wrap-ups. Facing forward, it can display the entire field or zoom in for a shot of the backs of the umpire and catcher, side of the batter, and front of the pitcher. Usually, the cameraman has the plate, mound, and second base centered in the frame, but with men on second and third, he might frame it so that second base is at the far right on your screen. He will zoom into a close-up of the pitcher on rare occasions.

As soon as the ball is hit fair, Jeff will switch from the center-field camera to the high-home camera. The cameraman won’t look at the monitor or viewfinder to find the ball but at the field. He will zoom in as outfielders track down flies and grounders or as infielders or the catcher near home catches pop-ups. He will follow the ball through the play. On a grounder to short, Camera-Two will follow the ball as the shortstop picks it up, throws it across the diamond, and is caught by the first baseman. High-home is a reaction camera—the ball is hit, the cameraman follows; the play ends, the camera goes back to a wide-angle shot of the field. The other cameramen are thinking more about the specific players the announcers are talking about. In a situation with base runners, they’re asking: who’s got the batter, who’s got the pitcher, who’s got the lead runner …?

Camera-Three, the high-first camera, is located on the second level of the stands behind the first-base dugout. It can get crowd shots, shoot into both bullpens, double-cover plays in the outfield, and pick up the catcher getting a pop-up if he comes back toward the screen and is lost by the high-home camera. It can be an important “shag” camera, which means it follows the ball wherever it is hit. Jeff is adamant that no camera should be used to get a meaningless shot of the ball against the high sky. He doesn’t want “golf shots”: He wants only shots where the ball and a fielder are seen together.

In some parks there is no high-third camera on the second level of the stands behind the third-base dugout. Shea hasn’t had one in a few years. Jeff has the use of high-third cameras in some other parks and is considering getting one for the home field because he finds it useful in showing pickoff attempts at first base, as well as the positioning of defensive players and base runners, which is always desirable. It’s also good for getting reaction shots in the first-base dugout if your low-third camera is blocked by a player or coach walking down the line.

Camera-Four, the low-first camera, is located by the first-base dugout, opposite the low-third camera. Jeff uses it to shoot all right-handed batters, left-handed pitchers, the lead runner, and individuals in the third-base dugout. It scores all runners. After the right-handed batter swings and it looks like it’s going to be a single or double, the low-first camera will pick up the runner coming home. If a second runner is coming home, this camera will cover him, even while Jeff cuts away briefly to pick up a fielder making the throw home. If Jeff finishes with the high-home camera in order to show both the ball and player coming to the plate simultaneously, the low-first shot will be used in the replay.

On a squeeze bunt, Jeff will follow the runner across the plate with the low-first camera because he wants to see the eyes of the runner and his expression as he reaches home. The low-third camera would just show the back of his head and his name on his jersey.

The low-first camera is also used for pickoff attempts. However, it works better on network games where we can have a low camera further down the line. In that way, within the frame, you can see the pitcher looking right at the runner and first baseman, who have the umpire standing right behind them. When the ball is thrown over and the runner dives back, and the first baseman makes a swipe tag, and the umpire gives his signal, and it’s all seen in close-up, it makes great television.

Camera-Five is the center-field camera. The home team, visiting team, and possibly a network covering the game have their own cameras out in center, with the home team getting the position with the least distortion. The shot over the pitcher’s right shoulder as he looks in at the batter is probably on screen 65 percent of the time. It’s the camera we use to identify pitches and to gauge whether they are balls or strikes and whether the umpire is calling them correctly. That shot is ideal for replays of individual pitches or sequences when I am trying to make points. The center-field camera can also give a good view of a runner on second taking a lead while the pitcher watches him over his shoulder. In replay, it is helpful on a close play at home.

If there is a swing and a miss, Jeff may cut to a low camera. Otherwise he will maintain the center-field shot of the pitcher looking toward home until there is contact. Then he will switch to high-home for the action, at which point this camera can shag, picking up the ball in flight or an outfielder picking it up. It also can shoot anywhere in the stands, including behind home plate. In addition, the center-field camera gives us “hero shots” of players who have done something special going into the dugout and receiving high fives and praise from their teammates.

On the road, Jeff may have a second center-field camera available. This comes in handy when there is a hit with a couple of runners on base because it can stay on the batter and free the low-first camera to get on the lead runner even before there is contact.

Camera-Six, which is more likely to be used by a network than an independent station, is located behind the low stands on the third-base side of home plate. If you follow the first-base line past home and past the stands into the walkway, you’ll find the camera. It shoots right up the
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