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  For Anita, Melissa, and Dan:
The top of my batting order.



  Some of the material in this book previously appeared in:


  @ THE PLATE, a newsletter,
published by MasterPlan Sports & Fitness


  &


  PRO, a magazine distributed to professional athletes,
published by Street & Smith.
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  Foreword


  IN APPRECIATION OF HARVEY DORFMAN
By Rick Wolff


  When Harvey Dorfman passed away in 2011 at the age of 75, major league baseball lost one of its all-time greats.


  Over the last 30 years, just about every major league player, general manager, field manager, and agent either knew Harvey or certainly had heard of his impact. They all knew of the mental magic he worked on talented ballplayers.


  Harvey was indeed a singular individual, certainly one of a kind.


  So . . . who was Harvey Dorfman?


  In short, he introduced the world of major league baseball to the wonders of sports psychology. And he did it in a most unique and unusual way.


  You know the old Yogi Berra expression that “half of this game is 90 percent mental”? I don’t know if Dorfman ever met Yogi, but trust me on this: Harvey certainly agreed with Yogi. Baseball, which is a game based upon constant failure and daily disappointment, is pockmarked by all sorts of mental distractions, obsessions, anxieties, and even superstitions. Harvey knew all of this, inhaled it all, and helped pro players of all stripes come to terms with their fears.


  A man of apparent contradictions, Harvey was a most educated and literate gentleman. He was a man of letters, a true scholar. Yet to better communicate with ballplayers, he could swear like a drunken sailor with enough profanity mixed in to peel paint off a wall. Harvey offered no apology for this approach; he just knew that ballplayers would feel more comfortable with him if he spoke the language of dugouts.


  But Harvey was indeed a lifelong lover of books. When I first met him and his lovely wife, Anita, at their home in Prescott, Arizona, an entire side of their living room wall was stacked from floor to ceiling with books and more books. Originally trained as a high school English teacher, Dorfman consumed the New York Times Book Review each week in much the same way he would go over the daily baseball box scores.


  Back in the 1970s Harvey, Anita, and their two kids resided in Vermont, where Dorfman taught in a small private school and wrote newspaper columns. He was very proud that he coached the school’s girls’ basketball team to great success. But during the summer months Dorfman would attend Vermont Expos minor league games, and it was there that he befriended Karl Kuehl, who oversaw the Expos minor league system.


  Over the course of that summer, Kuehl became so impressed with Dorfman’s approach to baseball that when Kuehl left the Expos to join the Oakland Athletics, he made sure to hire Harvey as a kind of mental skills coach.


  This was a totally new concept. Understand that this was unprecedented in organized baseball. For example, when I was playing in the Detroit Tigers organization in the early 1970s, after having studied psychology as an undergraduate at Harvard, the prevailing attitude in pro baseball was that “any player who needs to talk to a shrink needs to have his head examined.”


  As such, when Dorfman was hired by Oakland, this was a monumental breakthrough for sports psychology. But in truth, Harvey was never trained as a psychologist; he was a school-teacher and coach. He never had a doctorate in psychology.


  But he possessed one amazing skill: He knew how to communicate with ballplayers. He knew how to get them to open up about their fears, worries, and insecurities.


  And then, once the superstar millionaire ballplayer would confide in Harvey about his batting slump or how he can’t throw strikes any more, Harvey would actively listen. But he didn’t offer sympathy or offer a kindly smile.


  Rather, just the opposite. Harv would roar at the player and demand in a loud voice: “Okay, hot shot, you’re hitting under the Mendoza line. . . . Tell me—what are you going to do about it? How are you going to make the appropriate adjustments?”


  In other words, Harvey was very big on getting players to confront their shortcomings and failings. Harvey would often tell me that he saw his job to “hold a mirror to these guys” so they could deal with their issues. “Hey,” Harvey would bark at me, “somebody has to tell these guys the truth! That’s my job?”


  Trust me, Harvey was not big on telling major leaguers to “just take a deep breath” or to “just think positive thoughts.” Harvey didn’t put any stock in those approaches. Ironically, these days it seems that lots of sports psychologists who work for major league teams do offer that kind of Pollyanna advice. Harvey would scoff, “Don’t give me any of that hold hands and sing Kumbaya BS! That’s not going to get you to hit better!”


  Harvey once told me that he felt that too many stars today are surrounded by so many sycophants and “yes-men” that very few of these players ever hear the truth. Dorfman saw his role as providing a sharp contrast—being the loud voice of reality. And once the player heard what Dorfman was saying, he would begin to get a sense of what was holding him back. That was the key.


  Take Jamie Moyer. The oldest pitcher to ever win a game in the big leagues at age 49, Moyer writes in his autobiography, Just Tell Me I Can’t, that he owes his entire major league career to Dorfman. If you recall, Moyer didn’t throw hard enough to break a pane of glass. But he pitched in the bigs for 25 years and came close to winning 300 games.


  As is written on the cover of his book: “Moyer was just about finished as a big leaguer at 29 until he fatefully encountered a gravel-voiced, highly confrontational mental skills coach named Harvey Dorfman. Listening to the ‘in-your-face’ provocations of Dorfman, Moyer began to re-invent and re-construct his mental approach to the game.”


  But there were a lot more followers than just Jamie Moyer. Dozens more. I once visited Harvey’s home when he moved to North Carolina later in his life. His office walls were covered with personally autographed photos of major league stars, all with inscriptions like: “Harvey—I owe my career to you” or “If you weren’t for you, Harv, I wouldn’t still be in the big leagues.”


  The list of players who sought out Dorfman? Names like Roy Halladay . . . Brad Lidge . . . Greg Maddux . . . Jim Abbott . . . Al Leiter . . . Kevin Brown . . . Mike Pelfrey . . . Rick Ankiel . . . Bob Welch . . . and on and on. All sorts of big name stars, all of whom had worked with and listened to Harvey.


  Harvey would always blush when the top players referred to him as “baseball’s best kept secret.” They would lovingly refer to him as “baseball’s shrink.” But Harvey would laugh in protest and say, “I’m not a shrink. . . . I’m a stretch! I’m trying to get these guys to stretch their minds!”
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  The year was 1989. The phone rang in my Manhattan office, and a man I didn’t know was telling me how much he enjoyed my book The Psychology of Winning Baseball. He said he knew I had played pro ball and had studied psychology. Flattered by such an unexpected call, I was eager to get the caller’s name.


  He said his name was Harvey Dorfman.


  But there was more. Harvey explained that he worked for the Oakland Athletics as their sports psychology coach, and that he was always being approached by other major league teams to jump ship to their club. He said he was very happy working for Oakland and asked whether it would be okay if he gave my name to other major league teams if they were looking for a sports psychology coach.


  “Sure, that’s more than fine with me,” I told Harvey. I was very flattered. But deep down, I really didn’t expect much to happen.


  But something did happen. Within the next few days, I started to receive phone calls from no fewer than six major league general managers. Hank Peters of the Indians; Roland Hemond from the Orioles; Jerry Reinsdorf, the owner of the White Sox; and so forth. They were all calling me at the suggestion of Harvey Dorfman.


  Suddenly I found myself being courted like a college recruit as each GM was offering me a deal to come and work with their players. I ended up signing with the Indians because I was impressed with Hank Peters and his soon-to-become successor John Hart. A young Dan O’Dowd was Hart’s assistant. (Dan went onto become the GM of the Rockies). Plus the Indians had some young, talented kids in their minor league system like Jim Thome, Manny Ramirez, Albert Belle, Charlie Nagy, and so on.


  In short, solely thanks to Harvey—a man I had never met—I got the chance of a lifetime to work for a number of years with the Cleveland Indians at the highest levels as their roving sports psychology coach. I even received a 1995 American League championship ring for efforts with the Tribe.


  Here’s the bottom line: As of today there’s no wing in the Hall of Fame for sports psychology, but clearly if there were one, Harvey Dorfman would be a first-ballot unanimous choice. He was absolutely unique. And the best news is that his legacy lives on with his extraordinarily well-written books on the mental side of baseball.


  For years, aspiring ballplayers have devoured Harvey’s books. They have become de facto mandatory reading at all levels of the game.


  So consider yourself lucky. You’re about to turn the page and learn from the master. . . . Harvey Dorfman.


  Rick Wolff is one of the nation’s leading experts on sports psychology and is the longtime host of “The Sports Edge” on WFAN Radio in New York City. Drafted by the Detroit Tigers after his junior year at Harvard, Wolff played two years in the minors before going on to a career in coaching, sports psychology, publishing, and sports commentary. You can read more about him at askcoachwolff.com.



  INTRODUCTION


  It probably isn’t appropriate to call The Mental Keys to Hitting the third book of a “trilogy.” Yet that’s the way it has been considered by those who encouraged the writing of it. Following The Mental Game of Baseball and The Mental ABC’s of Pitching, this work does complete, for me, an instructional series based on intellectual and psychological approaches and strategies for playing the game of baseball at the highest level, talent notwithstanding.


  Players’ talents are based on genetic gifts. In that sense, they are essentially predisposed to be as good as they were fated to be. Players’ attitudes, perspectives, approaches and responses are based on choices they make. In that regard, they are capable of being as good as they choose to be.


  Players make choices, often without realizing they’re doing so. To allow a poor approach to be repeated over and over again—one which greatly inhibits effective performance—is to make a choice, whether it is a conscious one or an unconscious one. For example, a hitter who is confused and frustrated brings the response to his at-bats. He chooses to dwell on the problem, rather than the solution. Self-pity or anger leads to a loss of confidence. Loss of confidence further distracts him. His distraction gets in the way of his ability to see the ball well. The proverbial snowball effect has taken over. So much for having a good day at the plate.


  The player’s choice has been to operate out of his emotional system instead of his rational system. It’s understandable, but unacceptable nevertheless.


  And so, players—hitters, in this context—must learn to harness their emotions and choose to think appropriately before they act. Before they hit. And, actually, after they’ve hit, as well. The before and after are the approaches and responses that I constantly talk about with players. They should be simple and clear to the hitter. They should and will preempt “worries” about the expectations of others, about results, about any external distraction.



  An enhanced performance for a hitter starts with thinking and acting effectively. His feelings are impediments, not enhancers. This manual will help the hitter to identify the difference—and to apply what he understands to his game.


  Players often complain to me that “the game is complicated.” I tell them that the game is simple. People are complicated. “Have a plan, relax, see the ball and trust your muscles.” Keep it simple, I tell them. That’s the challenge. And that is what every exceptional athlete learns to do. Not always, but usually. Using mental discipline, he applies that “simplistic” information to his game. His consistent behavior leads to consistent performance.


  The Mental Keys to Hitting provides that requisite information and helps guide hitters (and coaches) in their quest to improve mental approaches to hitting. Players and coaches work long and hard on the mechanics of hitting. But proper “mental mechanics” are as essential as the physical. Of course
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"[Dorfman] is to the athletic psyche what
Harvey Penick was to the golf swing..."
— Jeremy Schaap,

ESPN national correspondent
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