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To Kimberly Jackson, who never saw me play: Some words
about the past, and what great fun it was—RJ



To Wendy, who has been my life after baseball—BG
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INTRODUCTION

There was a time when Bob Gibson was loath to talk baseball—to talk anything—with a fellow from another team. It was part of his mystique, which translated into the game’s deadliest competitive edge, with which—along with a pretty fair slider and fastball—he blew away more than three thousand big-league batters, won seven consecutive World Series games (completing every one), and dominated his own league so absurdly (there was that unimaginable 1.12 earned run average in 1968) that baseball officials, throwing up a backhanded salute to him and his near-peers, were compelled to tamp down the mound and squeeze the strike zone to give the failing, flailing hitters a more sporting chance.

These days, ol’ number 45 is more generous with his conversation, and in fact, for the purposes of this book, set out in search of a fraternal Hall of Famer—one possessed of conspicuous oratorical and hitting skills—with whom to banter about the dynamics and mechanics, the complexities and perplexities, the ins, the outs, and the inevitable betweens of the game they both mastered. When he flipped through the pages of leading suspects, every one of them had Reggie Jackson’s mug shot on it.

The game has no better talker than the tailor’s son from Philly, and no thinker more thorough. Nor has the World Series ever produced a greater batsman. Gibson being the Classic’s foremost starting pitcher, there’s a sacred place in October where only the two of them have been. There’s a language, in turn, that only they can speak. And they do it here.

Their book is kick-back, nitty-gritty dialogue between leaders of the rival pitchers and hitters lobbies, an epic matchup of right vs. left and the hottest hard stuff against the wickedest rip. It’s a give-and-take compressed from sixty-feet-six to facing chairs, a volley of views about sliders on the corner and fastballs in the back; about playing under pressure, through pain, and over the decades; about frank recollections and Frank Robinson; about full counts, full swings, full bases, and conventional wisdom that’s simply full of it. It’s about the ways the various parts of the plate are regarded by the guy with the ball, the guy with the bat, and don’t forget the gentleman with the little whisk broom. It’s about pitches that can’t be hit and those that can, and how, in the case of the latter, one man’s eleven o’clock highlight can ruin another’s week, or year, even career. It’s about what Jackson sees in Derek Jeter that he once observed in Roberto Clemente, and in Greg Maddux that so impressed him about Tom Seaver. It’s not about life stories or stories of any sort, for that matter, unless they illustrate what occurs when, say, a Dick Allen, in Gibson’s experience—could be Manny Ramirez, same thing—is presented with the loitering curveball that he happens to be on the lookout for.

Gibson and Jackson also share a characteristic candor that has not always contributed to their respective popularity but gussies up the printed page. I was, of course, more familiar with Gibson’s legendary demeanor, having collaborated on his autobiography (Stranger to the Game) some years back. Because of that, folks ask all the time what the man is really like, because, well, there was that mystique, if you will. In deference to my favorite pitcher, I won’t entirely blow his cover, other than to say that Bob Gibson was a genius of gamesmanship, a ballplayer to whom winning was a lifestyle (and to say, also, that he has apparently reached a lengthy period of accommodation and congeniality). If he seemed inordinately serious—and believe me, he’s not, in the grander scheme—it’s because seriously is how he took the game. The former Harlem Globetrotter bit off baseball by the chunk. And after half a century of chewing on it, he was ready to write his review.

His is a voice that still silences the room. In the matter of Gibson, it’s more than mere personality that has captivated so many people. They remain fascinated by the searing, uncompromised competitiveness he flaunted in his seventeen-year career with the Cardinals. In the decades since, Gibson has simmered into a living symbol of that very thing. It’s particularly telling that the folks most infatuated by his flaming ferocity are cap-tipping fans of the old Yankees, Red Sox, and Tigers, the teams against which he proved his champion’s mettle.

The last of those World Series seasons happened to be 1968, the year that changed everything. The following summer was Jackson’s third in the big leagues, and his most prolific in terms of both home runs and RBIs. It was also the year in which the national media learned that, if they could just find Oakland, they could back up their trucks to the young slugger’s locker and load them with precious quotes and priceless color, the likes of which had never before been culled from a baseball clubhouse. In 1974, the year after he had been named MVP of both the American League and the World Series, Jackson was pronounced the world’s first “superduperstar” by Sports Illustrated. Three years later, the Yankees made him the richest player, as well. They were rewarded with daily headlines—never mind the details—and another World Series MVP performance, this time featuring home runs on four consecutive swings. When his new signature nickname was affixed, Mr. October glittered with such stunning effulgence that sporting celebrity had attained a new dimension.

If, as the generations turn, Gibson remains the standard for the old-school baseball ethic, Jackson occupies a similar station in terms of elocution and showmanship. He was a visionary in cultivating the advantages of media-friendliness, an unapologetic pioneer in the areas of style and self-marketing. The heavy cosmetics, however, obscured his studied dedication to the finer points of the game, which he applied with a surpassing intellect. For that matter, they obscured his emotional dedication to the game itself.

The chapters ahead reveal Jackson as the more ardent traditionalist of the two Cooperstowners, his sentimentality unchecked by the strain of pragmatism that tempers Gibson’s. Now employed by the Yankees, the erstwhile “straw that stirs the drink” has carried forward his constant cogitation on ballplaying, all the while couching his impressions in the context of what hooked him as a dazzled youngster smitten by stars and influenced by idols. Among the idolized was a no-fooling fireballer for St. Louis.

Jackson memorized every move of the men he so admired, and put it all into practice. The game was in his head, and by the time he was finished, 563 home runs were on his résumé. Ultimately, Reggie’s gift of perception was the principal reason that Gibson pitched him this project. Served it right up into the big guy’s wheelhouse.

That, for the record, would make Jackson the first left-handed power hitter that Gibson ever served something up to.




CHAPTER ONE
THE PITCHED BATTLE
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Reggie Jackson

When I stepped into the box, I felt the at-bat belonged to me. Everybody else was there for my convenience. The pitcher was there to throw me a ball to hit. The catcher was there to throw it back to him if he didn’t give me what I wanted the first time. And the umpire was lucky that he was close enough to watch.

Gibson was the same way. That’s why people thought he was mean. And that’s the attitude you’ve got to have. When I hit, I felt I was in control of the home-plate area, and it was important that I felt that way. If I let the pitcher control it, it would give him an advantage.

There are at least three kinds of advantages that the pitcher and batter contest. There’s the physical advantage, the strategic advantage, and also the psychological advantage. I didn’t want two out of three. I wanted them all.

The pitcher has the ball, and nothing happens until he lets go of it. So, as the batter, I felt I had to fight for any bit of control I could get. I expected the umpire, the catcher, and the pitcher to wait on me. I wanted to get ready on my time. I’d call time or pause or do something that wasn’t too annoying but at least would get the pitcher off his pace. If I could disrupt his rhythm a little bit, just for a second or two, the advantage swung to me. But I didn’t want to create an ire, some kind of anger to make him bear down harder. I didn’t want a guy to step back and grit his teeth. Being a jerk about it just doesn’t work. There’s a fine line between annoying somebody just a little bit and angering him to the point where you may get drilled in the back.

Bob Gibson

Him backing out of there all the time, that is annoying, because I liked to pitch in a hurry. But I never let it annoy me to the point that it distracted me. You don’t knock guys down for that kind of stuff. They give you plenty of other reasons to knock them down.

Reggie Jackson

Against the great pitchers, in particular, I’d try to break that rhythm. They’re going to try to pitch a fast game, under two hours if possible—although that hardly ever happens anymore. They want to get a flow going, throw strikes, get ahead, keep you off balance and on the defensive. They want you to get in the batter’s box, because they’re ready to pitch. If a pitcher stays in his groove, he’s going to be comfortable. He’s going to be on his game plan. So you have to get him out of that comfort zone any way you can. If I could do a little something to break that rhythm—make him say to the umpire, “Come on, get him in there, let’s go, let’s go!”—I might get a ball one. You want him thinking about something other than where he’s putting this first pitch. So you might step out, adjust your helmet, tie your shoe or something; but you want to be careful. You don’t want to get hit.

Bob Gibson

I got a chuckle out of the comment that a pitcher wants to keep the game under two hours. After I’d get through warming up in the bullpen and was sitting waiting to go out there, I’d always say to the guys, “Okay, an hour and fifty-seven minutes, let’s go!” They play better behind you if you’re working quickly.

Reggie Jackson

Ken Holtzman could pitch a game in ninety minutes. Wouldn’t throw a breaking ball. And he had a great breaking ball.

Bob Gibson

I did that once. Went a whole game without throwing a breaking ball—or threw two or three at the most. Got beat 2–1.

Reggie Jackson

It’s not just stepping out of the box or slowing things down. It’s any little edge you can get. When I went to home plate in a game-tied situation or with a chance to do something and help the ball club win one, I’d try to make eye contact with the pitcher.

Now, you didn’t do that with Hoot—that’s what a lot of us like to call Gibson, after the old Hollywood cowboy—or a Mickey Lolich or a Jim Palmer or a Catfish Hunter. You weren’t going to stare down those guys. But if a guy was a young player, I would wait to get into the box because I wanted him to look at me. If he wouldn’t look at me, I felt I had him beat. If a guy did make eye contact, you could find out if you could intimidate him. Later in my career, when I had the weight of a reputation behind me, I did that a lot.

Bob Gibson

Heck, I couldn’t see if a guy was looking at me or not. I had enough trouble trying to see the signs back there.

Tell you what I did, though. I used to look in and shake off signs just to mess with the hitters. Did that all the time. Tim McCarver would give me a sign and then give me another one that meant shake me off. The thing was, I didn’t have that many pitches to shake off to. So I’m out there shaking my head, and the batter’s thinking, “What the hell?”

Reggie Jackson

When I was with the Yankees in 1978, we were playing Baltimore at Yankee Stadium and the score was 3–3 going into the bottom of the ninth inning. I led off against Tippy Martinez—a little left-hander who always gave me trouble—and the count went to three-and-oh. I had the green light in that situation, but instead of digging into the box I stepped out and looked down to the third-base coach for a sign. Then I glared over there like I was ticked off and shot a look into the dugout at our manager, Dick Howser, pretending that I was angry about getting a take sign. After all that, I stepped into the box, the pitch came floating right down the middle, and I hit a game-winning home run. In fact, that was the only home run I ever hit against Tippy Martinez.

Bob Gibson

I got a lot of mileage out of looking angry. Sometimes it wasn’t intentional—like when I was squinting in for the signs and the batters thought I was glowering at them—but the fact is, I was deliberately unfriendly to the opposition. I wouldn’t even say hello to hitters on the other teams.

I didn’t want them knowing me. I didn’t want them knowing what I was like or what I was thinking. It was important to me that I retain an air of mystery. I never let the coaches put any kind of clock or gun on my pitches, because I didn’t want that information to get out. I wouldn’t talk to the team psychologist, because I didn’t want anybody figuring me out. I even asked our manager, Red Schoendienst, to keep me out of spring training games against National League teams, if at all possible. In spring training, you’re just working on stuff, not trying to get batters out all the time, and I thought that if they got up there and whacked me around a little bit it would only give them confidence. I didn’t want them confident. I wanted them wary of me. Uncertain. Intimidated.

The Pirates had a young outfielder named Gene Clines who came up to me before a game with a baseball and asked me to sign it. I took the ball and tossed it over my shoulder into left field.
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Reggie Jackson

Everybody in the league knew I had trouble with the inside pitch. I got away with it only because the great majority of pitchers were afraid of making a mistake in that spot. The threat of power is one of the best weapons you have in the batter’s box. They were also concerned that if they missed inside, they’d hit me, put me on base. Now, for a guy like Gibson, that was okay. His attitude was, if I’m gonna miss, I’m gonna miss at you.

Bob Gibson

What pitchers are really afraid of is their own control. They don’t truly believe that they can get a pitch in there exactly where they want it—especially against a hitter as powerful as Reggie, who can put his team on the board at any moment. They know that if they miss in the wrong place, a power hitter will knock the crap out of it. But you can’t go out there with the attitude that you’re going to miss your spot. You can’t go out there afraid of the hitter or afraid of yourself. You’ve got to respect the hitter, though—some more than others, of course—and you’ve got to respect yourself.

Contrary to what people thought, I didn’t make my living on the inside corner. My idea was to pitch away, pitch away, pitch away, come in, pitch away. I mostly worked the outside part of the plate; but you can’t be scared to come in when the time or the hitter calls for it. The thing is, if I’m pitching a guy inside, I’m going to make sure I get it way in there. If you put the ball in the strike zone inside—especially against a guy who can hit the ball out of the ballpark—that’s horrible. Left-handed or right-handed batter, it doesn’t matter. Don’t do that.

Reggie Jackson

But see, I was a little different. If you got the ball away from me, I could actually hit it to right field. Not down the line. I never tried to hit the ball down the line. I never tried much to pull the ball at all, for that matter; but I could get it into right center, at least, if it was on the outside part of the plate.

If it was up and away, it didn’t matter to me whose fastball it was; I could handle it. But the ball on the inside part of the plate, I couldn’t hit with power. I don’t know if it was because I was big through the arms and chest and got tied up when the pitch was in on me, or what; but if I swung at it, I was going to be in a slump. I’d even try backing up in the box so that I could extend my arms to hit the inside strike. When I did that, I was dead. I’d get a hard slider away, and I couldn’t even move. If you could pitch me inside and throw hard, I’d have to tip my cap to you and wait for you to make a mistake. But if you came inside and missed, I wasn’t going to miss.

Bob Gibson

It sounds like Reggie was a little like Eddie Mathews when it came to the inside pitch. Mathews was the only great hitter I ever pitched against who had what you might call a hole in his swing. And I found out about it by mistake. I kept pitching him away, pitching him away, and he kept hitting the ball through the right side. Most left-handers would try to go the other way with that pitch, but he’d just knock it through the hole between first and second. He got enough hits off me early in my career that he still batted over .300 against me overall. But one day I happened to throw a fastball, and it had pretty good hair on it, but, accidentally, it was right there on the inside part of the plate, belt high, just about the worst place you could throw a fastball to a power hitter. I went, “Oh no …” And he went, whoosh! Swung and missed it. Hmmm. Really?

I couldn’t quite get that. Other great hitters might struggle with curveballs, or something in the dirt, but not a pitch right on the plate like that. Mind you, this was my fastball, and it might have been a different story with a pitcher who didn’t throw with the velocity or movement that I had. But I never had any more trouble with Eddie Mathews after that. I just pitched him inside at the belt. And believe me, that was a major discovery, because it meant that I didn’t have to worry about Hank Aaron. I’d just let him go and get Mathews out.

Anyway, that’s probably how I’d go about it with Reggie, although I wouldn’t throw him too many fastballs. Even with the knowledge that he has trouble with the inside pitch, if I go inside and throw him a strike it’s going to be right on the corner. But I’d rather go off the corner. I’m thinking way inside. That’s what the slider’s for.

Reggie Jackson

A left-handed hitter has a hard time hitting that pitch. It crawls up the label. That’s what Mariano Rivera does. It looks good and you just can’t lay off it. But you can’t hit it, either.

I don’t know how I’d do against Mariano, but after I matured a little bit I learned to lay off the inside pitches. I wanted the ball away from me, and I wanted to keep it out toward left center. I tried to make my foul line where the second baseman stood, so I didn’t pull off the ball trying to hit it down the line to right. Since I didn’t handle the ball inside anyway, I resisted the temptation to be a pull hitter. It wasn’t always easy. Yankee Stadium is built for left-handed power hitters. When we played in Detroit, where there was a small porch in right field and a small porch in left, I didn’t want to think right field because it would hurt my swing. If I could be in a ballpark where they wanted to keep the ball away from me, that was to my advantage. Yankee Stadium fit that description, because it was so big in left field and left center.

In the World Series, especially, it seemed like I always got a lot of balls away from me. You know, I was the World Series MVP in 1977, against the Dodgers, but I thought I hit the ball just about as well against the Dodgers in 1978. I batted .391 with a couple homers and broke some records of Lou Gehrig’s for extra-base hits and consecutive games with an RBI …

Bob Gibson

Wait a minute. After a guy wins a World Series with three straight home runs in the final game, I can’t believe the same team would allow him to hit .391 in the next World Series. Didn’t they figure it out?

Reggie Jackson

They wanted to pitch me in, I think. But I backed off the plate about four inches more than usual and leaned forward, so it wouldn’t look like I’d moved. I faked it to make it appear normal. That way, they’d go ahead and bring the ball in, but I was actually far enough from the plate that I could handle that pitch. It was the only time in my life I ever did that. I baited them into giving me inside strikes. Then, as soon as they started throwing the ball, I would just raise up …

Bob Gibson

I would have seen that.

Reggie Jackson

Easy to say now!

Anyway, I’d just raise up and pray that the guy would throw the ball in, where he wanted to throw it; throw a strike. I didn’t want to get the count to two-and-two, or something like that. I figured that if I was up there long enough, they’d see me moving around. But they just kept throwing strikes. Every time. I got ’em. If they’d thrown me some balls and seen me moving, it would have been all over. But I just got in the batter’s box, faked my stance, and said please throw me a strike; and they did. Boom! Boom! Boom, boom, boom!

Bob Gibson

Orlando Cepeda tried that all the time, but I could see him move. He’d start off on top of the plate and I’d just pound him inside. And every time he came to bat, he’d creep off a little bit more. By the end of the game, he’d be in the back of the box and I’d be throwing him sliders way out there. When he got traded to the Cardinals, I said, “Charlie, you’re always creeping back away from the plate.”

And he said, “Did you see me?”

“Of course I saw you. What do you think I was watching?”

He said, “I wondered why at the end of the game you always pitched me away.”

“Because you were way the hell in the back of the box by that time.” He couldn’t reach that pitch with a flagpole. And he thought he was tricking me.

Now, I said I would have seen Reggie doing that, but in a World Series you wouldn’t notice all the things that you’d notice during the regular season. A guy like Cepeda, I saw him all year. In the Series, you’re pitching against guys you might be seeing for the first time. I think that’s a big part of the reason why I struck out so many guys in the World Series. I had a reputation for throwing heat, and in the World Series they were all looking for it. I guess they didn’t know I threw a lot of sliders.

Reggie Jackson

That snapdragon.

Bob Gibson

War games, that’s all. That’s what it is.
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Reggie Jackson

Let me ask Bob: How would you describe the art of pitching?

Bob Gibson

It’s making the hitter do pretty much what I want him to do. Being in control of the situation. That’s something that comes with knowledge and maturity.

When you’re an amateur, even a minor-leaguer, a pitcher can be in control by virtue of his stuff alone: If you have a ninety-five-mile-an-hour fastball, or you can break off a Sandy Koufax curveball, you have an advantage going in because you can simply overmatch most of the hitters. Once they’re overmatched, they’re pretty much at your mercy. The battle is yours to lose by making a mistake that there’s really no excuse for. But the further you go up the ladder, the bigger the window for mistakes and the higher the price you pay for them. And the more you have to learn and think the game.

After a couple years in the big leagues, I learned the strike zone a little better. I learned the hitters. I learned that ninety-five miles an hour is good, but you’ve got to throw it somewhere in particular. When I was young I thought you could just throw it by people, but in the major leagues they turn that stuff around if it’s in the hitting zone.

I learned about myself. And I learned how to pitch in certain ballparks. For instance, at old Busch Stadium in St. Louis—where we played until we moved downtown, by the Arch, in 1966—at first I wouldn’t pitch any left-handers inside because I didn’t want them hitting the ball onto that roof that was sitting out there, way too close, in right field. So I was working the ball away from the left-handers a little bit, out over the plate, and they were hitting it on the roof anyway. In 1965 I gave up thirty-four home runs, and I’ll bet you twenty of them were onto that roof. That was before I really learned to pitch. I was the World Series MVP in 1964, and that was because I had good stuff and I wasn’t afraid and I could rise to the occasion; but it didn’t mean that I knew how to pitch. Eventually, I learned how to keep the hitters away from short porches like that. I learned that just because the pitch is inside doesn’t mean it’s going onto the roof. Some players would prefer a ball out over the plate to pull toward a short porch. I didn’t know that when I was young.

Here’s another thing I learned: Hitters who stand practically on top of the plate and don’t like the ball inside will still swing at a ball inside. Then they might back away a little bit for the next pitch, to give themselves some hitting room, and if you bring the ball a little further inside they’ll still swing at it because it looks the same to them as the last pitch. They don’t realize that they’re standing in a different spot. Their body didn’t get the memo from their brain. Now the plate’s a whole lot wider than it was, and there’s no way in the world that guy’s going to do anything with a good pitch on the outside corner, even if he’s looking for it. He’ll pop it up or pull it foul.

You’ve just got to know who you can do what to. That’s what pitching is.

Reggie Jackson

As a hitter, what I had to learn, mostly, was what I could do and what I couldn’t do. A good pitcher may have an advantage with a big fastball or breaking ball, but I had an advantage, too; a major advantage: I could hit a fly ball and get it out of the ballpark. If I could get the barrel on the baseball, I could put us on the scoreboard.

The pitchers knew that, and because of it they’d be careful not to give me anything I could put the fat part of the bat on. But that could work to my advantage, too, if I was patient. That could put me ahead in the count and lead to a situation where a pitcher had to come at me with a strike. Patience is a hard thing for a hitter to learn. There’s patience involved in waiting for the pitch you can square-up, and there’s also patience involved within the act of hitting a pitch that you can’t turn on and pull out of the park. If the pitch is away from you, sometimes the best course is to be patient, keep your weight back, and deliver the ball to the opposite field. I was a better hitter after I learned to do that. Maturity makes you better. Confidence makes you better.

It took a while, but eventually I came to realize that there was something else in my favor: My weakness—my inability to handle the ball inside—was one that most pitchers were reluctant or afraid to expose.

It would have been a different story if I hadn’t been a home-run hitter; but my power was the reason a lot of pitchers wouldn’t throw me inside. It’s the same thing Bob was talking about. Most pitchers, especially young pitchers and pitchers who lack knowledge and confidence, assume that a power hitter is going to jump all over a pitch on the inside part of the plate. So as my reputation as a power hitter developed, some pitchers became less inclined to bring the ball into the area that was actually my weakness. And when they did, I learned to let it go.

If I’d have learned that earlier, I might not have had so much difficulty with a guy like Gary Peters. He was a veteran lefthander for the White Sox, and he wasn’t the type who was shy about bringing the ball inside against me. He went right to my weakness and kept his fastball on my hands. I hated facing Gary Peters. As a young player, I really didn’t know enough to be able to succeed against him. I didn’t know enough to lay off the inside fastball.

Instead, I tried to hit that pitch out of the ballpark and it created a lot of bad habits. My first four years, I led the league in strikeouts every year. It really wasn’t until I was about thirty that I fully acknowledged the problem and learned to lay off the inside pitch. After that, I still struck out a lot, but I got the number down a little bit by understanding what I couldn’t do. And along with that understanding, I came to realize that my inability to hit the inside pitch wasn’t really such a terrible problem to have. I made it to the Hall of Fame without being able to hit the inside pitch.

It’s all a learning process. I learned concentration and discipline at the plate. I learned how to make contact when contact was all I needed to bring in a run. I learned how to go up to the plate and not try to do too much with the ball. I learned how to hit with men on base. I would talk to good hitters—guys like Thurman Munson, Sal Bando, Joe Rudi, Don Baylor, Frank Robinson, Dick Allen, Willie Mays, Willie McCovey, and Billy Williams; guys who knew what they were doing.

I learned that if you stay within the limits of your ability and play the game the way it should be played, good things will happen. Little things win ballgames.
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Bob Gibson

For the hitter, it’s all about getting a pitch to hit. For the pitcher, it’s all about not giving the hitter a pitch to hit. Pretty simple. And what it usually boils down to, for both of us, is getting ahead in the count.

Reggie Jackson

That’s why I would swing at the first pitch if it was something I liked.

That’s an important “if.” What I mean is, I wouldn’t deliberately not swing at the first pitch, like a lot of batters do. I wouldn’t just let the pitcher get the upper hand in the count. If he makes a perfect pitch on the corner with plenty on it, fine. Congratulations, and we’ll go from there. But I’m not giving him anything.

Bob Gibson

I’d love to pitch today, because you hear a lot of these guys talk about getting deep into the count. I think I would eat ’em alive.

Reggie Jackson

Because it’s going to be oh-and-two.

Bob Gibson

One, two, buckle your shoe, and off you go. If I get oh-and-two on a guy, it seems like ninety-nine percent of the time I’m going to get him out. I know that studies show the numbers aren’t that drastic, but they also show that oh-and-two gives the pitcher an overwhelming advantage, which is obvious to begin with. For that matter, the same goes for one-and-two. At any rate, I’m not talking from numbers because, for one, decimal points don’t do anything for your fastball, and two, there are so many extenuating circumstances that go into statistics like that. I’m talking from experience, from what my eyes and gut tell me, and from the standpoint of strategy.

When these hitters today put so much stock in getting deep into the count, that means they’re going to be purposely taking some pitches. If you take the first pitch against me, you might have a problem, because I didn’t pitch like these guys do today. I wasn’t pitching away from contact; I was pitching to contact. I was trying to make the guy hit the ball. I didn’t want to throw any cripples in there—I’d throw pretty good stuff, and it helps to bring it in there at ninety-five miles an hour with a little life—but I wanted the batter to hit it. Hit it right away, by all means.

But you’re hitting my pitch, not yours. And when you let me get ahead in the count, all my options are wide open. Thank you very much.

Reggie Jackson

There’s a real lesson in Hoot’s conversation. Once he gets ahead of you in the count, he’s got two or three chances to put a ball in the area where you can’t get the barrel on it squarely. So it’s not only that he wants you to hit the ball and put it in play; he’s going to make you hit it, and hit it on his terms.

I’m not suggesting that you just go up there hacking. If you swing at a first pitch you can’t really deal with, you’re just making the pitcher’s job that much easier. If you get something nasty on the corner, or some breaking ball you weren’t anticipating, let it go and hope for a better pitch next time. That’s why you get three strikes. If the pitcher can get ahead that way, then he has earned his way ahead. But for goodness’ sake, don’t allow him to get ahead by just laying one down the middle. Make him pay for that. Instill in him the fear of doing that. Make him work. The harder you make him work, the better chance you have of getting ahead.

Bob Gibson

Getting ahead is the most important part of getting a hitter out. When you’re ahead, you’re not backed into a corner where you have to throw a certain pitch to get a strike. When you throw ball one and especially ball two—the second pitch in the sequence might be even more significant than the first—there’s a pretty good chance that you’re going to have to come with the fastball in one of the next two pitches. Now the hitter knows what to expect and he’s up there licking his chops. Those guys love it when you have to throw a fastball. When I got behind in the count, the batter was going to get something to hit.

There are always exceptions, depending on the situation and the batter. For example, I’d avoid throwing Hank Aaron a fastball over the plate if there was any possible way I could get around it. But in the great majority of cases, I’m going to give the batter a pitch to hit rather than walk him. If it’s two-and-oh or three-and-one, he’s probably going to get a fastball up in the strike zone, because the high fastball was my best pitch. But if you get ahead in the count, it’s a whole different game with a whole different set of possibilities. Now you might throw anything.

That’s why a first-pitch strike is so critical, and that’s where confidence comes in. Because I had confidence in my stuff, I was a believer that, if I made a mistake on the first pitch and drifted a fastball over the middle of the plate, most of the time the batter was going to foul it back. I had faith that there was enough speed and movement on the ball that he would still have a hard time getting good wood on it. Believe me, I was a pitcher who liked to minimize the risk; but there was greater risk in falling behind in the count than in giving the batter a chance to hit the first pitch. When you pitch from behind, you’re asking for disaster. Don’t throw balls.

Reggie Jackson

As a hitter, once you get strike one against a guy like Bob Gibson, it’s in your best interest to hit the next strike he shows you. You don’t want to face him with two strikes. As important as strike one is, strike two is right there with it.

It’s a race to see who can get to two first—two balls or two strikes. The second strike puts you on the defensive, without the luxury of being able to let a strike go by or the option of waiting for a particular pitch. Not with that slider on top of that fastball. The bottom line is, you don’t want to get behind in the count.

Since I have a position with the Yankees, it’s important for me to understand pitching. So I’ve started asking around about this whenever I’m in the company of a great pitcher. When we played golf a while back, I asked Bob what was the most important part of pitching and he said, “Strike one.” So did Greg Maddux, so did Tom Seaver, and so did anyone I asked—Juan Marichal, Steve Carlton, all of them. So I took that to the bank, and I use it as information if I’m talking to our pitchers or if I’m talking to our hitters.

It’s good to hear it from the pitchers’ side, but really, what those guys were telling me was nothing I didn’t know from twenty-one years in the big leagues. And it didn’t take that long to figure it out. I wasn’t about to get on the wrong side of the count by standing there with the bat on my shoulder watching strike one come right into my breadbasket. And if the guy is a strike-one pitcher, like Maddux, Seaver, Gibson, and most of the great pitchers are, all the more reason to go up there ripping—as long as it’s a pitch you can handle, or a pitch that’s as good as any you’re likely to get.

Those guys trust their stuff. They’re not afraid to give you a ball to hit. When they do, be ready. Go to work.

Bob Gibson

At the very least, the hitter has to let you know that he might swing at the first pitch, or probably will if you throw the ball out over the plate. Most hitters have a pattern, just like most pitchers have a pattern.

Reggie Jackson

There are statistics now about how many pitches a batter sees each particular time at the plate. And there are players who are hell-bent on going deep into the count. Bobby Abreu sees more pitches than any player in baseball, about four and a half per time at bat. Well, I don’t understand that statistic.

You go to home plate to swing the bat. Obviously, early in the count you don’t want to swing at pitches out of the strike zone that you can’t do anything with, or pitches in the strike zone that you can’t do anything with. That only plays into the pitcher’s hands and gets you into trouble with the count. And yes, it’s a good thing to make the pitcher work hard. Maybe you can get him out of the game earlier. But to me, the best way to get him out of the game is to knock him out of the game. Swing the bat. If you see a good pitch to hit from a good pitcher, it may be the only one you’ll see. It may be the first inning, but if that guy gets in a groove, you’re in for a long day. So bear down. Don’t let opportunity pass you by. Swing the bat.

If it’s a bad pitcher, or even a good pitcher on a bad day, you’ve got a chance to get him out of there quickly if you swing the bat. And it doesn’t take long to tell if a pitcher doesn’t have it. Sometimes, in the first inning, I’d look at Bucky Dent, who was hitting ninth, and say, “Man, you ain’t gonna see this guy. I’ve got a chance to get fat today. And I’m gonna get something early, because he may not be there the next time I come up.” Sometimes you say that and screw around, and before you know it it’s the seventh inning and you’re losing. You’ve got to take care of your business when you have the chance. Swing the bat.

I always had a plan in mind when I came up to bat, and it always involved hitting the ball before the pitcher got two strikes on me. With two strikes, I had to chuck the plan and fight for my life. At that point, you’ve got to resort to staying alive and getting the bat on the ball, trying to become a baserunner any way you can. That’s why the count makes such a profound difference.

I’d get all messed up if I didn’t keep the count in my head. It was sort of my bookmark to tell me where I was in this at-bat. If I didn’t keep track of the balls and strikes, I’d lose my place and my purpose. One-and-two is so, so far from two-and-one. Two-and-two and one-and-two are very similar for me. It’s still two strikes, do or die. But if I’m one-and-oh, two-and-oh, two-and-one, three-and-one … now I’ve got a count I can work with.

It might sound strange, but I’d actually rather be two-and-one than three-and-one. I’d rather be two-and-oh than three-and-oh. I just like it better. I’m more apt to get something to hit, because the pitcher thinks he’s still in the at-bat. There’s still a contest going on. Three-and-oh, I’m not going to get a ball to hit. That’s too much of a freebie, and he’s not going to give me that. He might give that to a singles hitter, but not to someone who can really hurt him.

Bob Gibson

On three-and-oh or three-and-one, depending on the situation, I might be looking over Reggie’s shoulder and not caring whether he gets a strike or not. Who’s the next hitter?



[image: ]

Bob Gibson

Unfortunately, as much as I hated to do it—believe me, there’s not much that I hated more—there were situations when I’d have to give the batter a pitch to hit because I couldn’t afford another ball. But at the same time, I’d know who was capable of swinging at a bad pitch when he should be holding out for a good one. Thankfully, there are guys who will swing at a ball in the dirt at two-and-oh. You need to know who’s capable of doing that and who’s not capable of doing it.

Fortunately for me, when you throw hard, a lot of guys are capable of swinging at bad pitches. They’re too eager. They over-commit.

Reggie Jackson

One of Ted Williams’s principles of hitting was that an average hitter swinging at a good pitch to hit is better than a great hitter swinging at a bad pitch to hit. I go along with that. And I honestly felt that when I went to home plate, eighty-five to ninety percent of the time I was going to get a ball to put in play hard. Even facing a guy like Gibson, or any of the great ones. It may not be exactly what you want, and it may be tougher to handle than you hoped for, but you’re going to get something hittable.

Bob Gibson

That’s true, but there are degrees of hittable. I might give a batter something over the plate on the first pitch, and that would be hittable. It would be ninety-five miles an hour and it would be moving one way or another, but comparatively speaking it would be hittable. If the count is three-and-something and it’s late in a close game and there’s no place to put you, you’re going to get something hittable.

All of that is in the flow of the game, me against you and let’s see what you can do. But then there’s another level. Those are the mistakes. That’s when I hang a curveball or leave a fastball out over the plate when I’m ahead in the count and don’t have to.

Even the good pitchers make bad pitches, and plenty of them. I couldn’t count how many bad pitches I’d make in the course of a game. I’d guess maybe twenty, twenty-five a game, and that’s not counting the ones that are so wild and far out of the strike zone that nobody can get the bat on them anyway.

Now, of those twenty-five, it’s really hard to say how many will actually get hit hard. Some you get away with, some you don’t. It depends on who you’re missing to. The bad hitters, the guys who hit .250, are the ones who come in and say, “Aw, man, I just missed that!” It was a bad pitch and he missed it. He was given a better chance than he had any reason to believe he’d get, and he comes in complaining that he missed it, like he almost had me. He’ll get a ball that he’s supposed to hit 400 feet and he’ll hit it 320, nice and easy, right to the left fielder, and come back to the dugout and make a little scene and swear he just missed it. He’ll do that a lot.

Reggie Jackson

Most of the time, home runs come on balls that were not in good spots. They were out over the plate. But there are occasions when the pitcher might throw a pitch that he considers to be a mistake—a breaking ball that doesn’t break or a fastball that doesn’t go where he wants it to—and it’s actually a good pitch if the hitter happens to be looking for something else.

And sometimes, a hitter puts the bat on plain good pitches. I’ve hit home runs, gone back to the dugout, and somebody has asked me what I hit, and I’ve said, “I don’t know. I just saw the ball and hit it.” That usually comes from hitting a good pitch. I’d bet I had fifty home runs like that, where I didn’t know what I hit.

There are very few games when you simply don’t ever get a pitch to hit. Chances are decent that you’ll get one every time you come to the plate, even against the best pitchers on their best days.

In my career, one memorable exception was when I was with the A’s, 1973 World Series, Tom Seaver. It was about thirty-eight degrees, and he was sweating and had a big ol’ mud spot where he dragged that right knee. After he finished his motion, it was like he jumped forward. I never got a ball to hit that day. I got balls that were in the strike zone, but I never got a ball that I could handle. It was so unusual that, in my twenty-one-year career, it stands out.

The other thing that stands out was that we won the game anyway, 3–2 in eleven innings. Sometimes it just works out like that.

Bob Gibson

It’s rare that a pitcher can make it through a game without mistakes. Even on the days when you’ve got really, really good stuff, you’re going to make some bad pitches. When I was on a roll in 1968, even when I threw forty-seven straight scoreless innings and had like an 0.19 ERA over a stretch of close to a hundred innings—when it seemed like every pitch went exactly where I wanted it to go—there were mistakes. I probably got away with more mistakes than usual, because I was making more good pitches and getting ahead in the count and keeping the hitters on their heels. But there were bad pitches, and most of the time good hitters don’t miss bad pitches. Those other guys go “Damn it!” and foul it back. Those good hitters go “Whack!” and they’ve got you saying “Damn it!”

Guys like Mays don’t miss mistakes. On the whole, Mays didn’t hurt me as much as Aaron, and I found him easier to pitch to, but Willie was an example of a guy who just did not miss a mistake. If you threw him a breaking ball and missed with it, home run. At the best, a double. Willie didn’t hit singles off hanging breaking balls.

Reggie Jackson

The counterpart for that is a pitcher who refuses to make a mistake. I didn’t see Seaver enough to know if that was his standard operating procedure—I suspect it was—but I can say from experience that Ferguson Jenkins was that way.

Fergie Jenkins was a big guy who threw hard and didn’t look like it. He had an effortless motion. Fergie threw a changeup and his back foot never left the rubber. He kept the ball away from me, which I should have liked because it played into my style of hitting, but he would never quite put it where I could get to it. In that respect, Jenkins was very similar to Jim Palmer. He didn’t throw as hard as Palmer, but he was always in command of the situation. He was an easygoing guy who had a way of looking at you and laughing, like he was saying, “You ain’t gonna beat me because I ain’t gonna pitch to you. I’m gonna give you a ball and you’re gonna maybe hit it to the second baseman or sky one in the air. You’re gonna have a good swing on me. You’re never gonna look bad. But you ain’t gonna beat me.”

That’s how Fergie treated me, anyway. He just went away from the barrel and got me out. I was very comfortable facing him. I couldn’t wait to get to the plate. But I never got the barrel square on the ball. Ferguson Jenkins could control you with his control. He was a great and very underrated pitcher. The man was a twenty-game winner seven times.

Bob Gibson

For a pitcher, it’s not just avoiding mistakes. More important is that you avoid mistakes at the wrong time.

When the game is on the line, you don’t want to leave it up to chance. I was in a hotel lounge watching a game the other night when the Cardinals’ closer, a young pitcher named Chris Perez, gave up a home run in the ninth inning that tied the game. After the inning, a guy who was sitting there said, “Too bad, he made one mistake.” In the paper the next morning, Perez was saying, “I made one mistake.” That’s not true. He threw two or three pitches right where they should have been driven, but he throws hard enough that he gets away with it most of the time. Not all mistakes get clobbered. But some do, and a really, really good pitcher won’t make mistakes when they can beat him that way.

When Hank Aaron comes up in the ninth inning, you don’t make a mistake. If you walk him, you walk him, but if there’s any way around it you don’t make a mistake to Hank Aaron in a situation where he can beat you. Period. That’s how you lose a ballgame.
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Bob Gibson

I swear, I really don’t know what hitters think—especially after I see them swing sometimes.

If they think that pitchers are a superior breed, I’m not going to argue; but I have to say that a lot of times they give us too much credit and make it too hard on themselves by overthinking. Or not thinking, whichever way you want to look at it. I’ve seen where a pitcher might throw ten fastballs in a row and the hitter will still be looking for a breaking ball. He’s just guessing, and guessing against the percentages. Dumb, dumb, dumb.

It works the other way, too. A while back I was watching somebody pitch to one of the Cardinals’ outfielders, and he threw two straight breaking balls that the guy missed by a foot both times. Then he threw a fastball and the batter hit a double. Had two guys in scoring position. I don’t know why you’d do that. I don’t have a clue.

It could be, I suppose, that they’re plotting out the whole sequence before the batter even steps in. I never did that, and I would never recommend it. You can’t plan three or four pitches ahead, because it seldom goes exactly the way you script it. You have to pay attention and respond to what’s happening, how
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