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“I think we’ve done what we came to do.”
“Which was?”
“To see if one inning can change the world.”
“And did it?”
“You know as much as I do.”

W. P. Kinsella, Shoeless Joe
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From Getty Images:
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From Toronto Star and others:
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For Harold,
Suzanne, Sam and John
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Chapter 1
“The Moment of Impact”
HR: Bautista (7th inning off Dyson, 2 on, 2 out).
In all its arithmetic precision – no wasted words, just the facts – that’s the official
record in Major League Baseball’s box score for one event in one game between the
Toronto Blue Jays and the Texas Rangers on Wednesday, October 14, 2015.
The box score also informs us:
“Weather: 68 degrees, roof closed.”
“Wind: 0 mph, None.”
Sometimes numbers and statistics don’t tell the whole story.
After José Bautista hit his towering home run, he paused for a moment in front of
49,742 thunder-loud fans, and millions of others gathered around electronic devices across
the country and across the world, and then tossed his bat with such concentrated swagger
and athletic poetry that it will be forever remembered as a defining act in the storied
history of baseball, the most fascinating, infuriating and beautiful of all sports.

Many people, of course, toss pieces of wood.
When she was seven years old my daughter tossed me short lengths of spongy
balsa wood as we assembled a small facsimile of the Eiffel Tower. A Scottish lumberjack
tosses a caber – a 175-pound larch pole – end over end, so that it falls directly away from
him in the 12-o’clock position. A naked athlete participating in the ancient Olympic games
throws a javelin made of elder wood to demonstrate his athletic prowess and prove his
talents in the art of war.
Bautista’s toss of his maple bat is something different: it has the crystalline beauty
that is associated with all passionate, personal acts and yet it also has an impactful
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resonance, an importance that continues to reverberate. It is a gesture that focuses us, that
inspires us, that encourages us to remember.
He knew that his blast to the second deck of the stands in left field was important,
but even he was unclear of what happened next, and unsure of all that it meant.
“I can’t really remember what was going through my mind,” Bautista said in a
post-game interview, amid the jostling media, “to be quite honest with you. After I made
contact … I just enjoyed the moment, rounded the bases, got to the dugout. And after all
the guys stopped punching me and hitting me is when I kind of started realizing what had
happened. I knew I did something great for the team at the moment of impact.”
It was a fleeting moment that was, for fans of baseball, much more momentous
than the physical facts imply: a hand-held piece of wood hitting a fist-sized ball.
When witnessed or captured live, for fans in the stands and on TV, such acts – the
ball hit, the bat flipped – sometimes need a few breaths or a few words so that their impact
catches up with the natural excitement and breathless desires of the audience. The
monument of such acts sometimes needs a few ticks – of the heart, of the clock – to be
appreciated by all the senses and preserved in our chalk-dusted and history-soaked
memory.
The ball left Bautista’s bat at 106 mph and travelled 442 feet. Its launch angle was
25 degrees and its hang time was 5.5 seconds. (MLB’s Statcast and a multitude of other
sites and sources love this stuff. As do I.) After hitting the facing above the second deck of
left field, the ball bounced around among the plastic seats and the ascending concrete
floor, ending up under the seat of Jeff Byma, a cabinet-maker from Cambridge, Ontario, in
Section 138.
In perhaps typical Canadian fashion, Byma didn’t want to hawk it on eBay or sell
it to the multitude of people who immediately contacted him directly. As he said to me in
a telephone conversation, his intention is to get the ball back to Bautista: “If Jose wants it,
any time, I’d be happy to give it to him. For sure. I’m not asking him to go on a camping
trip with me for a month … Why wouldn’t Jose want it back? Why wouldn’t the Jays want
it back?”
The bat flip itself – through concentrating eyes, clenched jaw and pursed lips,
Bautista admires the arc of the baseball, offering not so much a smile as an I-told-you-so
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smirk of intensity and vindication, after which he tosses the bat, with his left hand, across
his body, setting it on a rising horizontal plane toward the dugout of the Texas Rangers –
seems to last much longer than the ball takes on its trajectory into the left field seats. The
bat hangs suspended in the air for an eternity, not because it has to, but because we want it
to. It floats through the air like a paper airplane launched with all the strength that a small
child’s arm can supply. It hovers like a satellite sending messages and information back to
earth as it skims the heavens.
Playing on this notion of the bat’s seemingly endless ability to float in our
imaginations, Toronto Life magazine said that Bautista had flung his bat into “the lower
troposphere.” ESPN simply said: “In case you were wondering, the bat did land.”
That scene of the bat floating through space has been played countless times, at
regular speed, in slow motion, and in super-slow motion, with some fans and baseball
pundits talking about it with as much awe and reverence as though it was the Zapruder
film.
Many media outlets, including Major League Baseball and CBC Sports called it
“the bat flip heard around the world” (a bit curious, because I’m not sure that the bat made
much of an audible sound as it travelled through the unruffled air of the Rogers Centre, but
perhaps I’m getting a bit too much into aerodynamics here). The country’s national
broadcaster did note that the Blue Jay’s Twitter hashtag #ComeTogether (there’s
something sexual in that phrase, but let’s leave that for another time) was “trending No. 1
worldwide” during the game.
CBC also went on to describe the bat flip as “one for the history books” and as the
“best Canadian Heritage moment to date.”
Considering that the Canadian Heritage Minutes include such events as the first
meeting of Jacques Cartier and the Iroquois to come up with the name “ca-na-da,” the
importance of the underground railroad in the fight against slavery, and such seminal
peeps as Emily Carr, Terry Fox, Wilder Penfield and Superman, that’s quite a statement.
Many others considered this 53-minute inning, punctuated by the Bautista home
run and the resulting bat flip, equally monumental.
Although it tries not to be too exclusive or excessive about any one of the 30
professional teams under its dominion, MLB said that the whole series between the Blue
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Jays and the Rangers “boiled down to a 53-minute, insane seventh inning with the highest
of highs in one dugout and the polar opposite across the diamond. The dramatic twists and
turns of events in that span were unlike any other in postseason memory.” Considering
that MLB, founded in 1903, is the oldest of the four major professional sports leagues in
North America (NHL, NFL and NBA are the others) and considering that every baseball
fan worth their salt (or their pine tar, or their rosin), has an encyclopedic memory of every
postseason ever played (okay, maybe that’s stretching it a bit), that’s quite an inflationary
comment MLB is making about these 53 minutes.
The New York Times said it was one of the “wildest, most head-scratching innings
(and games) in postseason history,” and called the 7th a rollicking, menacing inning “that
will be remembered for years to come.”
Sports Illustrated called it “a home run for the ages” and said that the hit and the
flip was “the kind of clip you will still be able to identify in a fraction of a second many
years down the road.” The magazine said that the Jays had an assist from “the baseball
gods.”
ESPN called it “one of the greatest post-season home runs you will ever see.”
The Toronto Sun, in typical incendiary fashion, had this as its main headline on
page one the next day: “FLIP YOU!”
Within the next few days, the bat flip had become a tattoo inked into the thigh of a
local fan, the inspiration for various editorial cartoons tied to the upcoming Canadian
election (showing Liberal leader Justin Trudeau – now Prime Minister – tossing aside
then-Prime Minister Stephen Harper), and a Halloween costume (meant, I guess, to
frighten the people of Arlington, Texas, home of the Rangers). It was also mimicked by
other players, including Anthony Rizzo of the Chicago Cubs as he took batting practice
the following day, and it inspired an assortment of YouTube videos showing people
tossing their keys or toothbrushes in emphatic, Bautista-esque fashion.
The bat flip immediately entered the realm of the fantastic, the spectacular, perhaps
even the mythic. As we examine billions of years of geological and anthropological
evidence to help us explain how we got to the present moment, perhaps it’s beneficial to
examine the present moment – in this case, the dramatic climax of 53 minutes of baseball
– to help us explain what all this evolution has led to. Or maybe this illustration helps
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explain where we’ve arrived, at least in a sporting sense. It could be called “The Evolution
of the Hand-Held Device.”
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Chapter 2
Conspiracy Theories: Case Closed
Before the first game of the American League Division Series between the Blue Jays and
the Texas Rangers even began, there was controversy in the air. I don’t mean among the
cool gusts of autumn air, which suit the game of baseball so well: I mean the still air of an
enclosed stadium.
The Blue Jays play better when they are at home at Rogers Centre – formerly
known as SkyDome, by which it is still affectionately known by many Torontonians. They
also play better when the dome is open.
The team’s 2015 regular season record was 53-28 when playing at home, and 4041 when playing on the road.
As for the home record, they won 38 times to 14 losses when the dome was open,
for a 73 percent winning rate. When the roof was closed, they won 11 times and lost 14
times. So far we’ve accounted for 77 of the 81 games played at home.
The dome is of course fully retractable, the first such dome ever built. And now
that you’re wondering, during the 2015 season the Jays were 4-0 when the dome started
closed and then opened over the course of the game.
(I’ve been in the dome when the roof closes and when it opens. It is truly a
marvelous engineering feet to witness over the 20-minute process: … quiet … calm …
orderly … not unlike most Canadians … just three massive steel and PVC structures
slowly going about their business as the play continues 31 stories below on the artificial
turf.)
So, to recap: in 2015 the Jays played the standard 81 games at home and, with 56
opportunities to play with the dome open or opening, they won 42 times. That’s a 75
percent winning percentage. Pretty damn good, for any professional sports team, if you
ask me.
Why, then, was the dome closed for every game of the ALDS against the Rangers,
especially for the first game of the series, while the temperature at game-time (the opening
pitch was at 3:37 PM) was 16 degrees C, or as it used to be known, 61 degrees F? Most
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aficionados would consider this perfect fall weather for a game known as best played in
the great outdoors, where the vagaries of wind and sun are all part of the delicate equation
of the competition.

The final home game of the 2015 season, with the dome wide open.
Well, you’ll have to ask MLB directly. But it’s unlikely that the commissioner,
Rob Manfred, will respond to you directly.
By contrast, Don Cherry is not shy about offering his opinion and his take-noprisoners sports wisdom.
Known for his flamboyant costumes (to call them suits doesn’t really do them
justice), Cherry is the former coach of the Boston Bruins and currently a commentator on
Hockey Night in Canada.
Before the first pitch of the series was thrown, Cherry confronted Jamie Campbell
and Greg Zaun, who provide extended colour commentary for Sportsnet. He wanted them
to ask Manfred why MLB had mandated that the dome stay closed. It’s the only time I’ve
ever seen Campbell and Zaun less than their confident, feisty, knowledgeable selves.
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Earlier in the season Cherry had come to the defence of Josh Donaldson, making
the case on national TV that all Canadians should, almost as part of their patriotic duty,
help vote Donaldson in as the starting third baseman of the All Star Game, held at Great
American Ball Park in Cincinnati. It seems the good citizens of Kansas City were coming
out in electronic droves to support their third baseman, Mike Moustakas, to start the game
– even though Donaldson’s numbers were much better. Yes, Cherry’s exhortations
worked. The Canadian will prevailed: Donaldson got 14,090,188 votes, breaking the
previous record of 11,073,744 by a healthy margin – and he started the game.
Later, after the Blue Jays’ season had come to a screeching halt at the end of the
sixth game of the American League Championship Series against Kansas City, Cherry was
again an impassioned supporter of the team, saying in a series of tweets that: 1) There was
an uncalled balk by a Kansas City pitcher, 2) A Royals double was turned into a home run,
3) Ben Revere was victimized by a called strike that was clearly out of the zone, and 4) In
brief, the Blue Jays “got stiffed! Why? Because a Canadian team in the World Series
would be a TV disaster in the States.”
So there are enough conspiracy theories to go around. Although I’m not much of a
conspiracy theorist, I have to agree with Cherry’s first three points. As for the fourth one,
well, it’s impossible to prove, but who am I to take the wind out of Cherry’s blowhard and
blustery sails?
While we’re on the topic of conspiracies, let’s not forget the “sign stealing”
brouhaha that came out a few days later, during the ALCS with the Royals. It seems that
Johnny Cueto (the pitcher for the Royals who got rocked for eight runs on six hits, and
four walks, over two-plus innings in Game 3) told Edinson Volquez that he believed the
Blue Jays knew which pitch was coming. Cueto and catcher Salvador Perez felt they had
to keep meeting on the mound whenever there was a Jays runner on second.
As Shi Dividi reported for Sportsnet, this whole intrigue recalled an ESPN story
in 2011, which apparently had the Blue Jays positioning a man in white in centre field.
(For anyone who has ever been to Rogers Centre and looks out from home plate to centre
field, this is where the story gets a bit ludicrous.) The mysterious man in centre field was
somehow supposedly able to relay both the forthcoming pitch and its location. That’s quite
a lot of information for one person to pass on to another at a distance of 400+ feet, without
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using, say, a ten-foot sign that says: “there’s a fastball coming, low and away,” which I
guess would be visible to every player and manager on the field.
In 1992, Rogers Centre did set a world record for the greatest number of hot air
balloons in an enclosed area (46 balloons!) but this little conspiracy story about a man in
white adds more hot air to Rogers Centre than all those 46 balloons combined.
Both then-General Manager Alex Antholpoulos and Manager John Gibbons denied
the charge but, in Davidi’s words, that “hasn’t prevented the suspicion from becoming
baseball’s Loch Ness Monster, an enduring myth some simply won’t let go. According to
Volquez, Cueto certainly believes in the beast.”
Maybe sports fans from south of the border are upset because it was a Canadian
(James Naismith) who invented basketball. Maybe fans of the Kansas City Royals are
upset that it was a Canadian team, the Montreal Royals, where Jackie Robinson first saw
professional playing time. Robinson had been playing for the Kansas City Monarchs of the
Negro leagues, but Branch Rickey signed him to play for the Montreal Royals, the
International League farm club of the Brooklyn Dodgers. Certainly there are those who
think baseball is not a game for Canadians – as FOX analyst Harold Reynolds implied
when he said during game 3 of the Jays / Rangers series: “We were talking about foul balls
in the stands up in Toronto. And because there’s not a lot of people that grew up playing
baseball in Canada, they’re not used to catching a lot of balls in the stands.” Various
Canadians responded to that culturally deaf comment, including seven-time Gold Glove
winner Larry Walker, and a fan who posted a photograph of himself holding an official
MLB baseball, with the caption: “Caught this foul ball outside my igloo while hunting
polar bear.”
Maybe everyone is still upset that Yankees star Dave Winfield was arrested by
Toronto police for killing a seagull by (… “intentionally” …) throwing a baseball at it
after his 5th inning warm-up. In what became a minor international incident, Winfield was
arrested after the game, taken to 14 Division and booked for causing “unnecessary
suffering to an animal.” But, hey, the charges were later dropped and Winfield was able to
travel back to Canada with little more than a few admonishments from the fans.
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And the Blue Jays completely absolved Winfield, at least in baseball terms. He
signed at age 40 with the Jays for the 1992 season as a designated hitter, had 108 RBI, and
helped them win the World Series. So I’m sure the Jays are all good with Winfield.
Who really knows why the baseball world sometimes seems so harsh to us baseball
types north of the border. Maybe it’s because it snowed during the first game the Jays ever
played – at the roofless Exhibition Stadium, on April 7, 1977 – and the snow had to be
scraped off the field by a Zamboni. Maybe it’s related to our obsession with roofs and the
fact that the original Blue Jays organization, perhaps dreaming of a future retractable
covering, acquired as their very first player, catcher Phil Roof, “for a player to be named
later.” Whatever the reason, it does seem that there are often whiffs of conspiracy in the
(closed and open) confines of Rogers Centre. Maybe Don Cherry is right.

All this talk of conspiracy makes me think of the Montreal Expos and their marvelous
1994 season.
Les Expos de Montréal, the first MLB franchise located outside the US, had the
best record in baseball in 1994 before a players’ strike cancelled the season. The
underlying reason? A disagreement with the owners over revenue sharing and a salary cap.
(As some have said: when it comes to a strike in major league sports, it’s just a fight
between billionaires and millionaires.) The Expos had a record of 74-40 on August 12,
1994, when the players went on strike: a date that lives in infamy, or at least
disappointment, for all fans of the team.
Was this an elaborate conspiracy on behalf of baseball to prevent a Canadian team
from winning the World Series three years in a row?
Year 1: Toronto – 1992 World Series champions! Hey this team is good!
Year 2: Toronto – 1993 World Series champions … what, again?
Year 3: Montreal – in 1994? Hey, this is America’s game!
(I’m just asking.)
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Baseball is, to be sure, still mostly known as “the great American sport” (although
fantasy football seems to be a vying for the top spot these days). But can’t we all
remember that there is baseball, good baseball, played north of the border? Can’t we all
say: may the best team of Americans / Cubans / Dominicans / Japanese / Mexicans /
Puerto Ricans / Venezuelans … and Canadians win?
Or to use other time-honoured words: can’t we all just get along?
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Chapter 3
The Beer Leagues
Baseball is one of the great spectator sports precisely because there are so many lulls in
the game. Time – the tick, tick, tick of the clock – expands and contracts to fill the needs
of the game and perhaps also of the fans.
In baseball there are leisurely pauses between innings, between batters, and
between pitches. There’s even an extended pause after six and half innings for a stadiumwide stretch and some singing (more on that later). There is anticipation and expectation
and hope built into those pauses.
We go to baseball games and watch games on TV with our friends, and we talk
throughout the game, telling stories, observing the world within the diamond, because that
is what the game allows and that is what the game encourages.
This slowing and loosening of time occurs because of the fundamental structure of
the game. There is no time limit that determines when one team’s offense gives way to the
other team’s offense. Unlike other major sports – basketball, boxing, football, golf,
hockey, soccer and track-and-field – baseball has no clock. (I include golf in the list,
because even professional golfers who lag are put “on the clock” to keep things moving
forward at a good clip.)
By contrast, three outs in baseball can sometimes take a long time.
The longest inning in baseball history occurred in Arlington, Texas, on May 8,
2004, between the Rangers and the Detroit Tigers. The fifth inning saw 110 pitches and a
total of 18 runs scored. It lasted for 68 minutes.
In case you’re wondering, the shortest game was on September 28, 1919, between
New York and Philadelphia. The entire game, all nine innings, took 51 minutes.
So how do we fill this elastic time, this leisurely, expanding universe among our
friends?
Often, we drink.
Although Canadians, represented by our home run-ball-grabbing fan Jeff Byma,
are generally an agreeable and selfless bunch, we don’t like to be disrespected. Or
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overruled. Even if we’ve paid $10.00 or more for a can of beer, we are sometimes willing
to use it to illustrate our displeasure and our anger.
The 7th inning will forever be remembered by Bautista’s bat flip, but will also be
remembered for the beer-throwing fans.
During the bizarre 18 minutes between the time catcher Russell Martin’s throw
back to the mound hit Shin Soo-Choo’s bat, careening toward the left side of the infield,
bringing home the alert Rougned Odor from third base, and play resumed (which included
the protracted “debate” on one of the most rarefied rules in baseball – more on that later)
Canadians showed the world that they are not above infantile and dangerous behavior.
When that ball thunked off the knuckles of Choo’s left hand it seemed that few
were sure what it meant, nor how the rules should be applied. Home-plate umpire Dale
Scott immediately ruled it a dead ball. The Jays players acted accordingly – they stood
their ground or looked around for some guidance.
The following interruption
– during which the initial ruling on
the field was challenged by the
Rangers’ manager, Jeff Banister,
and then overruled (giving Odor
home plate and Rangers their goahead run), and then challenged by
Blue Jays’ manager, John Gibbons,
and then verified by the MLB
baseball authorities on the portable
telephone – saw half-full beer cans
and water bottles and anything else
fans could get their hands on rain
down upon the field.
This was true audience participation, of a sort. At least of the misplaced and
embarrassing sort.
For a few moments the field of dreams became a field of nightmares, at least for all
those fans sitting below the upper deck.
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The players feared they’d get beaned by a bottle or can; umpires, players and
security personnel looked skywards but were unable to stop the raining projectiles; the
grounds crews were kept busy filling garbage bags with the stuff that came to rest all over
the outfield, the infield, and the expensive lower seats.
A friend, Jesse, who went to the game and was seated comfortably in a corporate
box, said when the beer started to rain down from the upper deck “it was like those battle
scenes in a movie like Braveheart, were you see thousands of arrows travelling through
the skies. Some of the beer cans were really flying, which meant that they were still
mostly full.” He also said that when Jumbotron first put up a message asking people to
refrain from throwing items on to the field “that just seemed to encourage some people to
throw more cans on to the field.” So some caution was indeed called for.
Perhaps some in the stands were still foaming over a comment made earlier in the
season by ESPN broadcaster Dallas Braden. During a game between the Jays and the
Detroit Tigers, Braden called the Jays a “beer league softball team.” I actually think his
comment was meant to be in the general direction of a compliment. This is what he said:
“We got an offence but we can go about it in a multitude of ways. We can do it on the
base path … moving guys around … we can also hit the long-ball. So [the Royals] are not
that beer league softball team up north that they have in Canada, but [the Royals] can
swing the bat just as well as anybody in the game.”
Even if his comment was meant as a backhanded compliment about the Jays’ home
run power, it was not interpreted as such. Many fans immediately reacted on Twitter, and
Braden came on later in the game to clarify his remarks and perhaps tamp down the
enraged Canadian Twitter-sphere: “I affectionately referred to [the Blue Jays as] a beer
league softball team, or a beer league softball line-up, because you got guys one-throughfour that can just roll out there and hit a homer … it’s almost like they don’t have to
try…,” he said, trying to mollify.
David Price even got in on the debate. He tweeted: “Did #ESPN really call us a
‘beer league softball team?!’ I’m guessing cause we hit homers?? That’s all we do well
right?! #hihaters.”
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One of the unfortunate results of all the beer throwing in the 7th inning was that a baby
was splashed with beer and charges were brought against the perpetrator, one Albert
Grummitt (a name straight out of Dickens) from Caistor Centre, Ontario (population: 43).
The baby was not hit, mind you, just splashed. When I contacted the Grummitt family
after Albert’s scheduled court date, they chose not to respond to my sympathetic inquiries.
I guess the Grummitts just want to forget their 15 minutes of fame / infamy.
Also directly implicated in the beer throwing was manager Jeff Banister. Some
excessive Blue Jays fans had run down the stairs and threw a can toward Banister in the
dugout. He twirled around and pointed to two fans in the stands. Problem is, he got the
wrong guys. He pointed to two pillars of the Canadian establishment. One of them was
Howard Sokolowski, a property developer, philanthropist and former co-owner of the
CFL’s Toronto Argonauts. He’s the recipient of the Order of Ontario and the husband of
Senator Linda Frum, the daughter of CBC royalty, Barbara Frum. The other “culprit” was
Edward Sonshine, the CEO of Riocan, who was recognized in 2013 as Canada’s CEO of
the Year. In brief, these two can afford good seats at the game, and although they can each
afford to throw a bottle of Dom Perignon at Banister, it’s unlikely they threw a can of beer
at him.
When police arrived to escort the two out of the stands, they pleaded their case and
were permitted to stay. But the story does go on a bit longer. Linda Frum’s brother is
David Frum, the Canadian-born US neoconservative political commentator, author, and
former speechwriter for George W. Bush. David is also credited with coining the infamous
phrase “axis of evil” that Bush spoke of in his 2002 State of the Union address. As
reported in the National Post, David wrote: “Facts are in, worst frame up since Dreyfus,”
intoning the French artillery officer who has had his name indelibly connected to the
universal symbol of injustice. Although I’m not a big fan of David’s politics, I did
appreciate his historical irony, liberally applied with righteous satire.
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Also implicated in the beer-throwing, in a rather uninformed way, was Toronto
mayor John Tory. In the midst of the kerfuffle Tory tweeted: “Just because an ump
disrespects the game doesn’t mean our city will disrespect itself. Be cool, Toronto.
#ComeTogether.”
Several people immediately responded to Tory that the ump was not disrespecting
the game, that he was applying the rules as they should be applied. Several respondents
also questioned Tory’s knowledge of baseball.
But let’s get back to beer.
Later, after the game, when the Jays players came out to celebrate with the fans,
they enthusiastically sprayed hundreds and hundreds of ecstatically happy and willing fans
with beer and champagne. During the 7th-inning beer spraying I saw people protecting
their heads with the stadium-supplied, Blue-Jays-branded rally towels.
I don’t think I saw any babies being sprayed during the post-game ecstasy, but I’m
sure their parents would not have pressed charges as a result of this end-of-game-beerspraying party. Or at least no charges have yet been laid. I’m not really sure what the
statute of limitations is on crazed fans and players spraying beer on babies.
Perhaps the real reason for all the 7th inning beer-can-throwing activity is rooted in
the difference between American and Canadian beer. Everyone knows that Canadian beer
is stronger and more tasteful than American beer. I don’t think I saw flung cans from any
craft or microbrewery – I think the cans were all courtesy of the huge multinational
brewers.
For the ALCS series that followed, when Toronto mayor John Tory responded to
the traditional mayoral challenge laid down by Kansas City mayor Sly James, this is how
he responded: “I think it is time that the people in Kansas City – up to and including the
mayor – have a chance for the first time in their lives to drink real beer [emphasis mine]
and as a result we’re going to offer up … three different kinds of Toronto-brewed craft
beer … with the recognition that will come on their part, very quickly indeed, that not only
are our hitters stronger … not only are our pitches stronger, but our craft beer is stronger
too!”
Beer.
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It helps bring baseball closer to informed and passionate discourse on matters
related to business, politics, security, media, the judiciary, how as a society we choose to
memorialize our anger and our joy, history, national pride and cross-border competition.
And babies.
And let’s not forget that at the very first Blue Jays game, on April 7, 1977, the
hometown fans chanted “We want beer! We want beer!” because Exhibition Stadium, then
home of the Blue Jays, was the only ballpark in the major leagues that did not serve beer.
Cheers!
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Chapter 4
A Walk in the Park
Now that we’ve established a few of the basics – the numbers associate with Bautista’s
home run and the poetry of his ensuing bat flip, the role of conspiracies, and the need for
beer – let’s systematically walk through the crazy 53 minutes of this inning together. That
way we get to relive its multiple frustrations and charms, and it also helps ensure we’re all
on the same page as we start connecting baseball to time, death, redemption and the
ritualistic superstitions that the game inspires.
Each of the players in this drama (the cast, as it were) is introduced with a random
observation, a notable number, or a curious fact. Baseball is, after all, a series of
overlapping stories.

THE CAST (in order of appearance)
Marcus Stroman is 5’ 8” – his motto is HDMH: Height Doesn’t Measure Heart.
Aaron Sanchez used to play for the Vancouver Canadians.
Rougned Odor has a brother named Rougned Odor, who was recently drafted by the
Rangers – two Rougned Odors are better than one, right?
Chris Gimenez had been called up from the Round Rock Express on July 31, 2015.
Delino DeSheilds’ father, who has the same name, played 13 seasons in the bigs.
Josh Donaldson got his first MLB hit, a home run, on May 1, 2010, against Blue Jays
pitcher Dana Eveland (who started 9 games for the Jays).
Shin-Soo Choo, born in South Korea, hit for the cycle on July 21, 2015, the first Asian
player to accomplish the feat in MLB.
Russell Martin was born in the GTA, plays saxophone, and speaks French.
Dale Scott is the first openly gay umpire in MLB. He came out in 2014.
Harold Reynolds played college baseball at Cañada College in Redwood City, California.
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Jeff Banister was the 621st player chosen in the 1986 draft. He had one major-league at
bat, a single. (Which puts him one up on Archibald “Moonlight” Graham, popularized in
the novel Shoeless Joe by W. P. Kinsella, and the resulting movie, Field of Dreams.)
John Gibbons had his first at-bat as a Little Leaguer in Happy Valley – Goose Bay,
Newfoundland and Labrador.
Joe Buck is the son of Jack Buck, who announced the games of the St. Louis Cardinals.
Vic Carapazza was criticized by many for his inconsistent strike zone in Game 2 of the
ALDS series between the Jays and the Rangers.
Brett Cecil did not allow an earned run from June 24 to the end of the season.
The Sony Jumbotron was replaced by a Daktronics sign in 2005. (I still erroneously refer
to the sign as the Jumbotron, as do many others.)
Cole Hamels broke his throwing arm in two places while pitching in high school.
Elvis Andrus played in 160 games in 2015, a total of 1,405 full innings. He made 22
errors. His fielding percentage was .972.
Kevin Pillar was chosen 979th overall in the 2011 draft. His signing bonus was $1,000.
Mitch Moreland has played for the Bakersfield Blaze, the Frisco RoughRiders and the Salt
River Rafters.
Ryan Goins had a five-hit game on September 30, the first Blue Jays shortstop to do that.
Dalton Pompey played 115 games for the Lansing Lugnuts in 2013 without being charged
with an error.
Adrian Beltre has won four Gold Gloves. He hates people touching the top of his head.
Ben Revere set an MLB record on April 1, 2014, for the most plate appearances (1,410)
without a home run (pitchers excluded).
Alfonso Marquez is the first Mexican-born umpire in MLB history.
Sam Dyson was born in Tampa.
Jose Bautista is making $14,000,000 in 2016. He was chosen 599th in the 2000 draft by
the Pittsburgh Pirates.
Edwin Encarnacion is making $10,000,000 in 2016. He was chosen 274th in the 2000
draft by the Texas Rangers.
Chris Collabello played for the Italy National Team in the 2013 World Baseball Classic.
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Troy Tulowitzki had his MLB debut with the Colorado Rockies on August 30, 2006, after
only 126 games in the minors. (He has played in a total of 153 minor league games. Some
others, randomly chosen, for contrast: Adrian Beltran – 325 minor league games; Jose
Bautista – 417; Joe Mauer – 301; Mike Moustakas – 447; David Ortiz – 537; Mike Trout –
286.)
Dioner Navarro was part of a trade by the Yankees to the Diamondbacks for Randy
Johnson, and then by the Diamondbacks to the Dodgers for Shawn Green, all on the same
day, January 3, 2005.
__
THE ACTION
It’s the top of the seventh. The score is tied at 2-2. Stroman has thrown 98 pitches for
the Jays up to this point. He is now out of the game.
Sanchez is pitching for the Jays.
Odor is up to bat. He singles safely to left field.
Gimenez is up. He sacrifice bunts Odor to second.
DeSheilds is up. He taps a bouncing grounder to Donaldson who bare-hands it and
throws to first for the out. Odor advances to third.
Choo, who had homered in the 3rd inning (389 feet), is up. The count is 2-2 when
Martin, throwing back to the mound, hits the knuckles of Choo’s outstretched left hand,
covered with a red batting glove, which is holding his bat perpendicular to the ground in
his standard between-pitch adjustment and stretch.
Six things happen simultaneously:
- Odor immediately and instinctively scampers home and reaches the plate before the
ball comes to a rest about 10 feet in front of Donaldson.
- Donaldson, who has taken his glove off (thinking the ball was dead), immediately puts
it back on, raises his right hand toward Scott, then walks slowly toward the ball.
- Before Odor is halfway to home, the home plate umpire, Scott, waves his hands and
says “No-no, no-no, no-no, no-no,” signals a dead ball, and points for Odor to head
back to third base.
- Choo initially holds up his left hand as though it hurts, and then as though to say that
he was not in any way intentionally interfering with the play.
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- Martin, wanting to just get on with the inning, looks behind him and puts out his right
hand, asking for another baseball from the umpire.
- Sanchez, seeing Odor run home, walks toward home plate and extends both hands
as though to ask the umpire for clarification.
Donaldson picks up the ball.
The fans are rumbling in the stands.
Reynolds, in response to the various contradictory comments coming from his fellow
announcers, says: “Why is it dead? Why is it dead? That ball’s alive … that ball’s alive.”
Banister, the Rangers manager and a former catcher, approaches Scott and insists that
the ball was still live and in play after it hit Choo’s knuckles.
Scott calls the other five umpires in for a conference, halfway between the pitcher’s
mound and home plate. He keeps his hand in front of his mouth as he talks and listens to
the other umpires. None of them looks particularly definitive as they nod, talk, chew
gum, put their hands in their pockets, and look at each other.
In the Jays dugout, Gibbons looks unsure of what the call should be.
Scott makes the call: the Odor run counts. The score is 3-2.
Satisfied, Banister pumps his right fist in the air.
Gibbons heads out to talk to Scott and challenge the call.
Odor gets high-fives and congratulations from his teammates in the dugout.
The fans start to throw beer cans and other things onto the field. The on-field staff ducks
the flying, spilling cans, and collects them, by hand and in plastic garbage bags.
As he argues, Gibbons becomes more animated.
The TV announcer, Joe Buck, says: “It is not a reviewable play.”
The players in the dugouts are shaking their heads, looking dubious, happy, inquisitive,
angry, unsure. Several of the Blue Jays players yell at the umpires.
The third base umpire, Carapazza, points to the Blue Jays dugout and signals to Cecil (not
on the active roster) that he is being thrown out of the game. In the box score, the
official MLB reason for throwing Cecil out: “arguing.” Cecil continues to swear and make
hand gestures, then leaves through an exit at the back of the dugout.
A sign appears on the Jumbotron in centre field:
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The umpires review the play by calling the official MLB replay staff in New York.
Scott returns the earphones to the technical assistant and calls Gibbons over to explain
the decision that has been made: Odor’s run counts. Gibbons and Scott continue to
argue. As they separate, Scott gives a signal – a large “P” written backwards in the air
with his right index finger, directed at the game’s official scorers above and behind home
plate – that the game is being played under protest.
In the Rangers dugout, Banister shakes his head.
Gibbons heads back to his dugout chewing his gum.
All six umpires gather again, this time between home plate and first base.
An error is officially charged to Martin on the throw.
Various Blue Jays players stand on the steps of their dugout and make pleas to the fans to
stop throwing things onto the field.
After an 18-minute delay, the game resumes.
Choo fouls off the next pitch from Sanchez, and then strikes out on the following pitch.
The seventh inning stretch occupies the disgruntled, displeased fans.
The first batter up for the Jays is Martin.
Hamels is still in the game for the Rangers. He has pitched 97 pitches up to this point.
Martin hits Hamels’ 100th pitch. It’s a slow, routine grounder to shortstop Andrus.
Andrus misplays the ball – the ball bounces off the heel of his glove – and it comes to a
harmless stop a few feet in front of him. He is charged with an error.
Martin is safe on first.
Pillar is up.
He grounds to first-baseman Moreland. Wanting to get the lead runner, Moreland
throws to Andrus covering second. Midway through his run to second base, Martin
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changes the direction of his run, moving to his left but staying on the base-path, and slides
to the infield corner of the bag, blocking some of the line-of-sight of Andrus. Andrus
cannot handle the throw from Moreland, which bounces three feet in front of him.
Martin is safe at second.
Moreland is charged with an error.
The coaches in the Rangers dugout start to look worried.
The players in the Jays dugout yell with joy.
Goins is up to bat. After a foul-tip bunt attempt by Goins, Pompey replaces Martin at
second base as a pinch runner.
Martin is enthusiastically greeted by the players in the dugout, including Cecil.
On an 0-1 count, Goins bunts up the third base line, on a similar line as the ball off
Choo’s knuckles. Anticipating the bunt, Beltre fields it cleanly, turns and throws to
Andrus, covering third. The ball bounces off the heel of Andrus’ glove and falls at his feet.
Andrus is charged with an error.
Pompey is safe at third.
The bases are loaded, with none out.
The fans are screaming and celebrating, waving their white rally towels.
Revere is up to bat. He grounds to the first baseman.
Moreland throws home to successfully get the lead runner, Pompey.
As he slides into home, Pompey upends the catcher, Gimenez, preventing a throw to first
base and breaking up a potential double play.
Banister comes out of the dugout to complain to Scott that Pompey’s slide was off-line
and that he interfered with the catcher.
Scott and another umpire, Marquez, consult the review team in New York.
Scott rules that Pompey’s slide was clean.
Goins is at second on the fielder’s choice.
The bases are loaded, with one out.
Hamels is replaced.
Dyson is now pitching. He has not given up a home run to his previous 84 right-handed
batters.
Donaldson is up to bat.
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On a 2-0 count, Donaldson bloops a pop fly over Odor at second. Odor, electing to
backpedal instead of run to the ball, has the ball nick his outstretched mitt and the ball
falls into shallow right-centre.
Pillar scores.
Odor fields the ball and throws to second to get the force out of Revere.
The score is 3-3, with runners on the corners. There are two out.
Bautista is up to bat.
On a 1-1 count, for his seventh pitch of relief, Dysan throws a 97-mph fastball down and
in.
Bautista hits a home run to deep left field.
Goins scores. As he crosses the plate, he picks up Bautista’s bat and pounds it onto
home plate.
Donaldson scores.
Bautista scores.
The score is 6-3.
Encarnacion, who had homered in the 6th (457 feet), is up. Trying to quiet the fans, he
holds his bat in his right hand and his helmet in his left hand, and makes a gesture toward
them to calm down and not throw anything onto the field.
Fans have again started to throw beer cans and other things onto the field, this time in
celebration.
Dyson, thinking Encarnacion is getting the fans more riled up, walks toward him and they
exchange words. The dugouts and the bullpens clear, as if there will be a fight on the
infield.
The players walk back to their respective dugouts and bullpens.
Various police officers and security personnel gather around the Rangers dugout.
Banister points to two specific fans to have them ejected.
The field is cleaned once again of beer cans and other projectiles.
With the count 0-2, Encarnacion hits a swinging bunt – on a similar line as the ball off
Choo’s knuckles. As the ball rolls toward Beltre, he kicks at it to stop it moving.
Encarnacion is safe at first.
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Colabello hits the first pitch from Dyson into right field. He is safe at first, Encarnacion
advances to second.
Tulowitzki, the ninth batter of the inning for the Jays, on a 3-1 count, pops up to the
catcher in foul territory between home plate and third base.
The 53-minute inning is officially over.
Navarro, on deck, walks back to the Jays dugout.
As Tulowitzki, still in the batter’s box, takes off his batting gloves, Dyson passes by him
and with his right hand, taps him on the butt. Tulowitzki takes exception to the tap and
the two start to jaw at each other.
The dugouts and the bullpens empty, as though there will be another fight on the field.
The players return to the dugouts and the bullpens, and prepare for the next inning.

The other reason it’s beneficial, maybe even imperative, that we retell and recount this
inning, is that we need these stories. We crave them. The drama, the anger, the
unpredictability, the joy. The failure or success or redemption that awaits us.
Perhaps baseball has just as many stories as other sports do, or as other facets of
our life do. Perhaps it’s no different than all those other ways we have to describe
ourselves to ourselves.
But there is a simplicity to the game. And there is a sense of community.
People throw a ball to one other.
They hit a ball with a stick.
Others are there to watch.
And tell stories.
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Chapter 5
Rituals, Superstitions, Ceremonies
Pitchers writing names in the dirt before their first pitch.
Outfielders touching second base every single time they head on or off the field.
Managers not washing their underwear. According to the Michigan Live website,
Detroit Tigers manager Jim Leyland, in the middle of a 12-game winning streak in 2011,
refused to change his underwear. “I’ll wear these underwear until we lose,” he said. “I can
tell you that right now. And they will not be washed. And I don’t give a @#$%* who
knows it.” This does, I guess, give new and odiferous meaning to the word “streak.”
In the midst of all the facts and numbers that sometimes threaten to consume
baseball – as well as the peculiar twists and turns of the 53 minutes in question – I’ve
always been fascinated by the game’s rituals, superstitions and ceremonies.
The Blue Jays have their own set, of course, some of which have been a part of
baseball history and some that are unique to individual players.
After Bautista hit his 7th-inning home run, some of the personalized and
idiosyncratic celebrations were on display. Soon after he crossed home plate:
Goins gave him one low-five.
Donaldson then exchanged two low-fives and gave him two taps on his left
shoulder.
Encarnacion and Bautista exchanged strong-man, weightlifting poses.
Stroman and Bautista share a small-leap chest bump.
David Price gave him a smack on the butt.
Colabello gave him a hug.
R. A. Dickey and Bautista exchange fist-bumps.
Smoak slapped him a few times on the top of the helmet.
Kawasaki gave his hand-in-front-of-the-face, hand-wash movement (I’m never
really sure what that’s called, and Kawasaki, who speaks little English, may not be able to
elucidate).
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A few moments later in the dugout, as the dancing and prancing continued, Martin
joined his hands together and said a few words to the heavens, perhaps giving thanks for
Bautista bailing him out from the error he was charged with earlier that inning.
At other times during the game and throughout the season the Blue Jays have
engaged in other ritualistic hand and body gestures. Certainly this begs the question: why
are there not more courses in sports anthropology, so that cultural anthropologists have an
opportunity to investigate the history and ritualistic behaviour of, for example, ulama de
cadera, a ball game popular in Mexico in 1500 BC and the oldest known sport in the
world?
Encarnacion may have the signature gesture for the team, which he created and
which he alone employs. After hitting a grand slam on April 28, 2012, against the Seattle
Mariners, he ran around the bases with his right hand bent at the elbow and extended in
front of him, as though an eagle or a parrot could land on his arm. Affectionately called
the EdWing, he has been asked about it. His response: “When I hit the grand slam I got
excited and rounded the bases from the side, turning like an airplane. My teammates liked
it and said I should keep doing it … no superstitions, I just like to do it.”
The Jays also love their stir-the-pot gesture. After a base hit, the Jays batter will
stand on the bag and look toward their dugout, pretending to stir a hand-held pot with their
finger. It seems to me part “let’s keep this rally going” and part “let’s keep mixing this
thing up and have some fun!”
Various players also make an “O” with their thumb and forefinger, and with the
other three fingers extended, either placing the digital signal over one of their eyes (Pillar)
or making it with both outstretched hands (Bautista and Donaldson). This gesture is an
homage to the Toronto rapper Drake, who calls Toronto “6” after the “416” area code and
who fashions himself “The 6 God.”
There is a continuity to the gestures, and the players seem to know them
instinctively, but I sometimes wonder: what if, at the typical end-of-game celebration on
the field, Revere goes in for a chest bump and Pillar just wants a “let’s jump on the
trampoline together” moment? Or what if Roberto Osuna just wants a good hug from Cliff
Pennington but Pennington is in the mood for a full-on choreographic display of high-
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fives, low-fives and shoulder-tugs? Somehow it all seems to work out and the cameras
don’t catch awkward moments of suspended or premature celebration.
Other sports have rituals and superstitions but baseball surely is where more of
them gather per capita than anywhere else.
Hockey. Basketball. Football. In these and many other sports there is continuous or
random or even chaotic movement on the field of play, which perhaps does not allow the
lulls necessary for the rituals to take hold. Baseball, by contrast, is a game of diamondedged, straight lines, of predictable arcs, of defined gestures. And lots of time in between.
Hockey, as the former Montréal Canadiens goalie Ken Dryden so passionately
states in his book, The Game, is “rhythmless,” full of “unplanned, unconnected” moments.
Hockey, he says, lives through its “ragged” play and its “uncertain momentum.”
Basketball is constantly, frenetically, moving. So there’s not much time for other
than fleeting ritualistic displays that fade as soon as the action resumes. Dikembe
Mutombo’s “no-no-no” finger wag as he blocks another shot has always been one of my
favourites. LeBron James’ pregame chalk toss to the heavens is also a favourite.
Football has its ritualistic celebrations after a touchdown – extravagant dances,
wagging, jumping, gesturing – although the NFL actively discourages such displays. I
sometimes think that football is 75 percent preparing for the violence and 25 percent
acting out the violence, so there’s not that much time for ritualized behaviour. As NFL
veteran Marvin Washington (the retired players CTE / Concussion advocate) says, for
many years the league was “predicated on selling violence.” Much has recently been made
of the decision by Chris Borland, a linebacker for the San Francisco 49ers, who retired
from the game at the age of 24 in early 2015 over his fear of what results from repetitive
head trauma. He is the most prominent NFL player to leave the game in his prime. “I don’t
think it’s worth the risk,” he said. “I just want to live a long, healthy life.” So in football
there are not many opportunities for acts worthy of detailed anthropological study.
During a baseball game, by contrast, players have time to think. And thinking
brings rituals. They have time to pause, and pausing brings repetitive gestures. They have
time to prepare for the next event. And preparing means custom and ceremony.
Perhaps baseball is also full of rituals because players spend so much time in the
minor leagues, wondering if and when they’ll ever hit the big time. In baseball most
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players spend time in level upon purgatorial level before they ever see the bright lights of
the big, Major League stage.
At the lowest professional level, there are the eight unaffiliated independent
baseball leagues, including the Can-Am League, based in Durham, North Carolina.
Then there is Rookie level: a total of 72 teams, including the Arizona League
Rangers, the Gulf Coast League Blue Jays, the Dominican Summer League Blue Jays, and
the Venezuelan Summer League Phillies.
Then Advanced Rookie – Short Season: 18 teams there, including the Ogden
Raptors and the Pulaski Yankees.
Then Class A – Short Season: 22 teams, including the Vermont Lake Monsters and
the Vancouver Canadians.
Then Class A (Low – A): 30 teams, including the Kannapolis Intimidators and the
Wisconsin Timber Rattlers.
Then Class A – Advanced (High – A): 30 teams, including the Rancho Cucamonga
Quakes, the Charlotte Stone Crabs, and the Wilmington Blue Rocks.
Then Double-A: 30 teams, including the Northwest Arkansas Naturals, the
Montgomery Biscuits, and the Akron RubberDucks.
Then Triple-A: the level just below the bigs, with a total of 46 teams, including the
LeHigh Valley IronPigs, the Albuquerque Isotopes, and the Saraperos de Saltillo (Saltillo
Sarape Makers).
R. A. Dickey, in his honest and compelling book Wherever I Wind Up, also
references the “4A” pitcher: “baseball code for a player who is too good for Triple-A but
not good enough to stick in the majors.”
That’s a lot of purgatory before ever having a cup of coffee in the majors. And
what better way to pass the time than to tell yourself a few stories? And gather whatever
luck, fortune or fate you can from whatever the universe offers you?

Bernard Malamud’s novel The Natural, one of the great baseball novels, is full of rituals,
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superstitions and jinxes. One former player, later the field manager and part owner of the
New York Knights, spends 25 years trying to break a jinx. Another player has
superstitions about the threads on his sanitary socks. And Roy Hobbs, the sometime hero
of the story, has cut his own bat, which he calls Wonderboy, out of a tree that had been
split by lightning. One of his coaches, Red Blow, says to him: “I feel it in my bones that
you will have luck with it.”
George Plimpton, in his entertaining baseball romp Out of My League (blurbed by
Ernest Hemingway, no less!) writes about John (Chief) Myers, “who was convinced each
bat contained exactly 100 hits” and about other tools of the baseball trade that “seemed
endowed with mystical properties.”
Fans also perform their own rituals and ceremonial acts, hoping to influence the
action on the field. They turn their caps inside out and backwards, sometimes sideways.
As Bautista stepped up to bat in the bottom of the 7th,
many fans had done just that.
As a kid living in the Vancouver suburb of
Richmond, my stepbrother Gordie and I played catch
for hours on end in our sliver of a side yard right next
to the laneway. I never got an allowance (at this stage, I
had 9 brothers and sisters, and 12 stepbrothers and
stepsisters, but that’s for another book). When I did
make money picking blueberries or shoveling snow, I
put it aside for a new baseball glove.
I rubbed that glove with vegetable oil, wrapped
a ball-shaped potato in it, tied it up tight with loops of
string, and then put it in the warm oven for a few hours.
That ceremony helped to shape and soften the glove for
the thousands of catches to follow, both on the side
yard and when I played second base and right field for
Better Value Furniture and Ebco Industries. I may not
have adored that glove as much as Roy Robbs adored
his bat – he keeps Wonderboy in a bassoon case and
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never lets it out of his sight – but I still had my own customs and rituals for it.
Like most people, I was not in the stands for the game on October 14. I watched
the game with about 50 other people on a massive TV screen at the Cambridge Club, a
sports and social club I belong to in downtown Toronto. The walls of the club are filled
with photographs of all sorts of iconic moments and personalities. As I watched the game I
was sitting three feet away from a photograph of Joe Carter mid-romp around the bases
after he hit a certain home run on October 23, 1993.
A fellow member of the club, Michael, bought me a couple of drinks and I was
teasing him that I had some control over the fate of the Blue Jays, as their fortunes seemed
to improve the moment I started drinking.
The next day, in an exchange of emails, I again brought up the importance of the
drinks. “Thanks again for the two drinks,” I said to him, “they evidently had a major
impact on yesterday’s baseball proceedings,” to which Michael responded, “You did a fine
job …”
In my 20s I used to grow a beard every winter, more or less in tune with the end of
the World Series, and then shave it off on Opening Day or right around then.
Perhaps I can help the team if I start that up again. There may be some benefit in
my own little rituals, right?
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Chapter 6
Statistics and Logistics
We love to count. We love systems, whether logical or illogical.
Newborns are measured and weighed. Children count their fingers and toes. Teens
count their number of Facebook friends. Adults count the money they make and/or the
number of holidays they get each year and/or the number of reps they do in the gym and/or
the number of pounds they want to lose. After we die our families and/or friends count out
and divide what we have left them.
Counting is in our DNA (which was first identified in 1869 – the complete human
genome contains about 3 billion base pairs and about 20,000 genes on 23 pairs of
chromosomes … see? … numbers … it’s always about numbers…). I’ve known kids who
have an arithmetic, encyclopedic knowledge of dinosaurs, video games and subway maps.
And sports.
Players on a team. Batting averages. RBI, ERA, OBP, K/BB, WAR. All these, and
many others, are baseball grist for our insatiable hunger for more and yet more numbers.
More and yet more opportunities to compare players, and teams, and seasons, and leagues.
Watching the second game of the Blue Jays-Rangers ALDS with a friend, Tulu, I
said, with some confidence, that baseball has more numbers and statistics – and revels
more in its sense of history – than other sports. Tulu was not convinced. Until his mid-20s
he played competitive sports, including baseball, football and track-and-field. He
responded that other sports have just as many numbers to process and just as much a sense
of their own historical precedents. “What makes baseball different,” he said, “is that
there’s more time to discuss statistics. There are so many lulls in the game, and they get
filled up with talk of numbers and stats and the history of the game.” Coming from
Ethiopia (mentioned by name in our earliest books, including the Iliad and the Odyssey)
perhaps Tulu has a more defined sense of the march of history – how we count time – than
I do. But I’m not sure.
I still think that baseball is saturated by, luxuriates in, more numbers than any other
sport.
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Let’s start at the corporate level. On September 8, 2015, MLB published an article
about the forthcoming season, “MLB 2016 Schedule and Square Root Day,” on its
website. Of the 711 words in the article, 68 were numbers. That’s just under one out of
every 10 words (to be more precise, it’s .956 of a number-word for every 10 non-numberwords). In the article, Opening Day and Closing Day were highlighted, as well as
anniversaries, including 2016 marking the 20th anniversary of Interleague Play.
Other upcoming anniversaries that were noted: Bill Buckner allowing Mookie
Wilson’s 1986 World Series Game 6 dribbler to squib through his legs; the 60th
anniversary of Don Larsen’s World Series perfect game; and Enos Slaughter’s “Mad
Dash” in the 1946 World Series.
And then, “for math buffs,” the article referenced that 2016 will be the “first
convergence of Opening Day and Square Root Day, April 4, 2016,” in the history of MLB.
Square Root Day occurs only nine times a century: i.e. January 1, 2001 (month 1 X
day 1 = year 1); February 2, 2004 (month 2 X day 2 = year 4); March 3, 2009 (month 3 X
day 3 = year 9); etc.
Opening Day in MLB is always in April, so we’ve really had only one other
opportunity for such a convergence, the year 1916 (when Opening Day was on the 12th).
Nevertheless, MLB is making a big deal of it – and even capturing this rather fleeting
arithmetic nubbit in the title of the article. MLB must certainly think it is of seminal
importance for their numbers-crazed baseball fans.
Statcast, MLB’s new state-of-the-art tracking technology, is now in place at every
Major League park. It recently added 30 new numbers to the grains of sand already on the
baseball shore. Among the stats now being tracked:
Pitching – “Perceived velocity: Velocity of the pitch at the release point
normalized to the average release point for MLB pitchers. For example, a 90-mph
pitch at a 54-inch release point will seem faster to the batter than a pitch of the
same velocity thrown from a 56-inch release point.”
Hitting – “Vector: Classifies the horizontal launch direction of the batted ball into
five equal zones of 18 degrees each.”
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Baserunning – “Extra bases: Measures the time of bat-on-ball contact to the point
the runner advances an ‘extra’ base (first to third or home, or second to home) on
all hits (excluding over-the-fence home runs).”
Fielding – “Route efficiency (outfield): Divide the distance covered by the fielder
by a straight-line distance between the player’s position at batted ball contact and
where the ball was fielded.”
I am not sure that even the most enthusiastic fan has need of such stats, but MLB knows
its clientele. And what arithmetic minutia means to their arithmetic imaginations.
Convinced that I don’t really need and am not interested in such arcane stats, I
decided to check out Statcast, and came upon a couple of notable numbers. Did you know
that one pitcher, Aroldis Chapman of the Cincinnati Reds, threw the 50 fastest regular
season pitches in 2015? His speediest pitch was 103.9 mph. He obviously comes by his
nickname, the Cuban Missile, for good reason.
As for home run distances, despite their abundant success with the long ball over
the season, the Blue Jays only had four of the longest 50 home runs in the 2015 regular
season: Bautista had the 46th longest, at 460.7 feet, Encarnacion had the 41st longest at
462.5 feet, Smoak had the 19th longest at 473.7, and Donaldson had the 5th longest at
481.2 feet. If you want to check out the others in the top 50, head to Statcast. I think it’s
worth wandering around the site. As the great baseball writer Roger Angell said, intoning
Shakespeare: “Statistics are the food of love.”

Of course, the bible for the general public’s current obsession with stats and numbers is
Moneyball: The Art of Winning an Unfair Game, by Michael Lewis. It was in this book
that most people first heard of Sabermetrics, the study of baseball stats. The term is
derived from the acronym for the Society for American Baseball Research – SABR –
popularized by sabermetrician Bill James, quoted at length in Moneyball.
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The book is mostly about Billy Beane (played by Brad Pitt in the movie) and how
as the general manager of the Oakland Athletics he put on the field the best team he could
under severe financial constraints.
As Lewis notes in the book, in 2002 the teams in the AL West finished the season
in inverse order to their payrolls:

The ideas that made Beane famous (at least in the book and the movie) have had
significance throughout baseball, including the Blue Jays. Toward the end of the book,
Lewis tells the great story of how J. P. Ricciardi, the general manager before Anthopoulos,
had come to work for the Blue Jays the year before.
Paul Godfrey, the newly hired CEO, had been put in place by Rogers
Communications to run a self-sustaining (read: inexpensive) team. Godfrey, according to
Lewis, knew that Beane was off limits, so he offered the job to Paul DePotesta, Beane’s
second-in-command, who didn’t want the job. “So Godfrey went back to the Oakland A’s
media guide and found the picture of the guy under DePodesta. His name was J. P.
Ricciardi, the A’s director of player development. J. P. flew to Toronto for the interview –
and had the job in about five minutes.”
These days every team has sabermetricians on staff. Here’s one sabermetric, in
case you want to see what one of them looks like – it’s known as the “NERD Pitching”
sabermetric (with a smile toward the source of the acronym: Narration, Exposition,
Reflection, Description).
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Just don’t ask me to explain it. And note the central role of “LUCK.” Baseball is, after all
the numbers and sabermetrics are counted and crunched, also about luck and other
intangibles.
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Chapter 7
The (Tangible) Intangibles
Between the time that Bautista hit his home run and flipped his bat there were a few
heartbeats of beauty and mystery. Of inexplicability. Of the intangible.
Everybody and everything around him is erupting: his teammates, fans in the
stadium, people across the country, those watching baseball around the world. And yet, for
Bautista, the moment is concentrated into a glare into the middle-distance and a look of
supreme satisfaction. He does not smile – he is too focused. He does not celebrate – he is
too, using a phrase many athletes, including himself, use: “locked-in.”
I have listened to and watched various broadcasts of the event and the best words
the announcers can come up with are all of the “un” variety: some announcers called his
hit and flip “unbelievable,” one called it “unimaginable,” and one, after a moment to
collect himself, called it “unthinkable.”
We may engage in ritualized behaviour, and we may chew on facts and
sabermetrics, but what really focuses our attention, what really concentrates our energies,
are the things that we cannot put words to. The things that we cannot describe.

In his end-of-the-season press conference, then-senior vice-president of baseball
operations and general manager of the Blue Jays, Alex Anthopoulos, spoke glowingly
about the season just past and the many highlights that we had all just shared. He also
spoke about moving forward and the things he wanted to continue doing:
One thing we’re going to continue to do … is really focus on character, and makeup, and having a Blue Jays type of player. … What you saw this year – it was
sincere, it was genuine. It was a team. … By design, this was a good group of guys,
a likeable group of guys, that wanted to be here, that liked being here, that
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understood what it meant to play not only for the city but for the country as well.
And I know it can seem a little corny but there’s something to that, and it’s real,
and these guys realize that, they talked about that … It’s a great thing to see.
He spoke, for everyone to hear, with joy, excitement and manic energy in his voice, as
though he was devoted to the Blue Jays, and that he would love to continue the
relationship. He spoke of character and sincerity and meaning and reality.
And then, three days later, he was gone, shunted out of the organization by some
mixture (depending on how you want to see the story) of self-realization and/or corporate
greed and/or personalities that could not function or work together (even though his new
boss, Mark Shapiro, said that he was “disappointed” that Anthopoulos was leaving).
Anthopoulos had become the focus of so much fan affection for his stunning midseason roster moves – acquiring Tulowitzki and Price and Revere and LaTroy Hawkins
and Mark Lowe. Whenever I spoke about him I just said “AA” and everyone knew who I
was referencing. I was, like everyone else, telling myself stories of how, if it were not for
Antholopoulos, the Jays would have languished mid-division for yet another year. (Before
2015, the Jays had the longest post-season drought – 22 years without making the playoffs
– in all of professional sports. That dubious mantle now falls to the Buffalo Bills, who
have not seen the post-season since 2000.)
Then the overall numbers and the trades started to be looked at a bit more closely.
Anthopoulos had a won-loss record of 489-483 during his six years with the Jays. Because
of 2015’s successes, that figure is, of course, above .500, but still, I wouldn’t call it a
stellar record. And some of the trades – with the marvelous advantage of hindsight – could
be looked on as suspect. Anthopoulos captured our collective enthusiasm by trading for or
re-signing Bautista, Donaldson, Estrada, Buehrle, Tulowitzki and Martin, but during his
tenure we also saw various top-tier players or prospects leave the team, including Roy
Halladay, Noah Syndergaard, Travis d’Arnaud, Mike Napoli, Daniel Norris and Jeff
Hoffman.
But for a guy who started his baseball career in 2000 sorting mail for the Expos,
Anthopoulos has done alright for himself. And in an ironic storyline right out of the
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movies: on the very day he announced he was leaving the Jays he received word that
Sporting News had named him MLB’s executive of the year.
Joe Torre, catcher turned
manager turned MLB’s chief
baseball officer, has even referred
to “tangible intangibles.” As he
said to Roger Angell, talking
about pitcher Bob Gibson: “He’s
an admirable man. On the mound
he had very tangible intangibles.
He had that hunger, that killer
instinct.” Now I’m not sure what
tangible intangibles are but his
words do have a certain Zen-like
philosophical resonance.
Maybe one of the easiest
ways to document baseball’s
intangibles is to compare the most
precise of metrics – the payroll for
each team – with how well the
team did over the course of the
season. Presumably, one would
think that more money buys better
talent buys more wins buys more
opportunities to play in the post
season buys more financial
success for the team owners. And
maybe even more happiness for
the fans. But it never actually
works that way.
I decided to compare two
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simple metrics: the 2015 Opening Day salary for each team (the numbers come from
Sports Illustrated) and then how well they did in the post season (with one dot for every
step along the way). Now I know that there are a lot of holes in such research. The
Opening Day payroll does not match the payroll at the end of the season; injuries play
their part in a team’s success; internal strife takes its toll (see the Nationals’ dugout brawl
from September 28, 2015, during which reliever Jonathan Papelbon, acquired eight weeks
earlier, attacked NL superstar Bryce Harper, grabbing him by the throat and shoving him
toward the back wall of the dugout with both hands); and a host of other variables,
including bonuses, buy-outs and trades made mid-season (see the Blue Jays for a great
example of success brought by last-minute trades).
But still, there should be some overall logic – something tangible that can be
discerned – when we connect team payroll to wins on the field. Shouldn’t there be?
There are a few interesting things to be seen in this chart. The Royals, the team that
won it all, and the other team in the World Series, the Mets, had payrolls that were
significantly less than half that of the richest team in baseball, the Dodgers. The Astros,
with less than one-third the salary of the Yankees, were good enough to stand shoulder-toshoulder with the Yankees all season long and then beat them in a one-game Wild Card
playoff game. And in case you’re wondering, the team with the best record in baseball
over the regular season, the Cardinals, with a record of 100-62, spent $24,823,167 less
than the team with the worst record, the Phillies, who went 63-99.
The main thing that I see in this chart is that team talent is spread randomly, almost
haphazardly, throughout the 30 teams, regardless of payroll. Maybe Billy Beane and the
tightwad (or let’s call them stat-crunching and cost-conscious) Moneyball crowd still have
arithmetic tricks up the sleeves of their baseball jerseys. And let’s not forget that Mark
Shapiro was in the movie Moneyball (well, the actor Reed Diamond played him in the
movie) and he’s known Beane for many years.
But let’s all remember that money, that great tangible, does not in fact determine
who succeeds and who does not. Who wins and who loses is entirely tangible, but why
they win is entirely intangible. That’s why they play the games.
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Chapter 8
Confronting – and Sometimes Accepting – the Rules
None of us can know all the rules.
Even if we’re paid to know them. Even if we have the benefit of TV cameras and
expert commentators. Even if we attend to the wisdom and instinct of people steeped in
the game.
When Martin’s throw back to the mound caromed off Choo’s red-gloved knuckles,
no one really knew what the end of this chapter of the story would be. Or let’s say that
various people had various versions of what the story could or should be.
Fans in the upper stands certainly let their opinions be known. And those in the
lower stands had to duck and cover their heads from the flying beer.
Anthopoulos, sitting up in his rarefied team box, said on The Fan’s Dean Blundell
show the following day: “We didn’t know what the rule was. We were reacting like
everybody else … we didn’t throw stuff from the box … we probably wanted to … we
were upset as well. I felt a lot better when they finally agreed to go to replay in New York.
Because then you knew they were going to check the rule … Once they … had a rule
check … I felt a lot better.”
For Anthopoulos, ignorance of the rules gave way to invocation of the rules, which
in turn led to acceptance of the rules. Here are a few of the relevant rules, from the MLB
rulebook, followed by my brief comments:
5.01 (b) (5.02) After the umpire calls “Play” the ball is alive and in play and
remains in play until for legal cause, or the umpire’s call of “Time” suspending
play, the ball becomes dead.
[As the ball rumbled toward 3rd base, umpire Dale Scott immediately and
definitively called the play dead.]
__
54. BATTER INTERFERES WITH CATCHER’S THROW BACK TO PITCHER
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Rule 6.03(a)(3) (former Rule 6.06(c)):
If the batter interferes with the catcher’s throw back to the pitcher by stepping out
of the batter’s box while at bat (no runners attempting to advance), it shall not be
considered interference under Official Baseball Rule 6.03(a)(3) (former OBR
6.06(c)). In such cases, the umpire shall call “Time” only (no interference).
The ball is dead and no runner shall advance on the play. …
However, if the batter is standing in the batter’s box and he or his bat is struck by
the catcher’s throw back to the pitcher (or throw in attempting to retire a runner)
and, in the umpire’s judgment, there is no intent on the part of the batter to
interfere with the throw, the ball is alive and in play.
[Choo was in the batter’s box and did not, I think we all agree, intentionally
interfere with Martin’s throw.]
__
5.06 (5.02) While the ball is dead no player may be put out, no bases may be run
and no runs may be scored, except that runners may advance one or more bases as
the result of acts which occurred while the ball was alive.
[Here’s where it gets sticky. The umpire – mistakenly – called the ball dead,
loudly, quickly, and for all to see. Seeing this, the Jays players, including Martin
and Donaldson (who would have fielded the ball) assumed that the play was indeed
dead and they therefore acted as such – i.e. there was no need to make a play.
Despite the umpire’s call – in fact, ignoring the umpire’s call – Odor raced home.
The only way to rationalize the eventual ruling on the field is to assume that
Donaldson would not have fielded the ball in time to catch the speedy Odor. But
that is a slippery premise – comparing the talents of a speedy runner to those of a
speedy infielder.]
Among the few people in the stadium who seemed to immediately know the rule
was the manager of the Rangers, Jeff Banister. A former catcher, he had been the victim of
a similar throw as a young catcher in Pittsburgh’s minor league system, according to The
Dallas Morning News.
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After the game, in an interview with the inquisitive media, umpire Dale Scott said
he was initially unclear, until he was clear: “I mixed up two rules and called time,” he
said. “Then it started clicking. I went ‘Wait a minute. Wait a minute.’ ... Even if I had not
called time, he [Odor] was on his way, so we scored the run.”
When I asked Scott later about his call, he responded by email, “Once sorted out,
the play itself wasn’t that tough as it was obvious to me that the hitter did nothing illegal
and the ball therefore remains alive and in play.”
I, for one, think that Gibbons was right to ask for the game to be played under
protest, even if the final decision may not have gone the Jays’ way.
Tyler Davis of the Sporting News wrote about the no-win situation Scott created. In
his article, “How an ump got it wrong, then got it right (but still blew it),” Davis says
simply and convincingly: “there’s no clause in the rulebook for make-up calls”:
Dale Scott tried to make up for a call in a major league playoff game. He wanted
the right result, but you can’t award a base to a man on a dead ball when the
defense committed no infraction. The Blue Jays didn’t throw the ball out of the
field of play or balk. You have to get it right the first time. Odor should have been
given home plate because of Russell Martin’s throw, not given home because of an
ump’s mistake. Even though the Blue Jays overcame that and still won, it didn’t
make it OK.
Scott did say to me in an email that he thought “crazy” was a good description of that
inning. “In 30 years I’ve never had a protested game nor a catcher hitting the batter with a
throw back to the pitcher with a runner on base. Insert that into a series-deciding 5th game,
a tie score when the play happened and the elevated emotions/pressures that a game 5
produces and you get to crazy.”
So playing and umpiring by the rules can, in some situations, be more stressful
than others.
And there are unwritten rules. When I asked Scott about Bautista’s bat flip, how it
was received by the baseball world at large, and whether he sees baseball’s traditions
changing, he said to me, “Baseball is a very traditional game with many ‘unwritten’ rules.
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You can have a lot of drama and emotions while still playing the game in a traditional
way. I don’t see that changing.”

Baseball is a game of history, and tradition, and orderliness. Or so we think. It certainly
has had some curious rules over the years, though.
According to the MLB website, here are some rules from the early years of
baseball:
Pitchers were required to throw underhand until 1883.
From 1867 to 1887, batters would request a high or a low strike zone, and the
pitcher had to throw it there.
During the 1887 season, walks were scored as hits for one year – 11 players hit
.400 or above that season.
From 1885 to 1893, to spruce up offensive numbers, one side of the bat was
allowed to be flat.
Until the early 20th century, umpires were chosen from the crowd prior to first
pitch. They sat in comfortable chairs near home plate.
The spitball was outlawed in 1920, but pitchers who had been throwing it for
years were grandfathered in. They had also been known to use mud, grease, soap
or anything else they could get their sticky hands on. Burleigh Grimes was the
last official spitballer. After his playing career ended in 1934, he became a scout
and manager. He managed the Toronto Maple Leafs, in 1942-44 and again in
1952-53.
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A spitting image of Burleigh Grimes
(another Dickensian name). Rules can
indeed be a slippery thing.
Okay, let’s get back to the Blue
Jays and the inning under observation.
I’m not saying that Scott’s call was
wrong. And the game eventually went the
Blue Jays’ way – perhaps because the
Rangers were so befuddled that their
minds and their gloves were elsewhere.
But the throw and the carom and the
scamper all demonstrate that in baseball,
as in life, things are never as clear and
predictable as they seem to be. Conflicting interpretations, human frailty, and the vagaries
of chance happen to us all, and to the game we love.
Scott used the words “pressure-packed” and “stress-filled” to describe the inning,
and commented to me on the need to remain level-headed, perhaps in the midst of
everyone else losing their level-headedness: “My entire crew, during a very emotional and
stressful inning, was at their best keeping calm and dealing with the chaos methodically
and professionally.”
Sometimes maybe the Bible seems the most appropriate source of context. “I
returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the
strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favour
to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to them all,” as it says in that wise old
chestnut, Ecclesiastes.
There is logic and there are rules. But it is not always evident how or when or why
logic and rules are applied. Time and chance do have their roles. As does chaos.
Perhaps there is also some wisdom in quoting the Jays’ manager, John Gibbons.
Asked about the MLB rule, how it was applied, and the way the inning transpired, he said
it was “totally insane … I lost my voice. I probably lost my mind at some points.”
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Chapter 9
The 7th Inning – S – T – R – E – T – C – H – and a Song
During the 7th inning stretch on October 14, both the Jays and the Rangers had a lot to
mull over.
Some of the fans are still scratching their heads over the tumultuous events of the
first half of the inning, perhaps stretching their baseball imaginations to see if the Blue
Jays could get that protested Odor run back, or more, in the bottom of the inning.
In his own quiet and unemotional way, Russell Martin seems to be in a state of
mild shock. Standing near the dugout he is stoically focused – perhaps reliving what had
happened to him precisely once in his entire professional career, just a few minutes earlier.
As the lead-off man in the bottom of the inning, he is, I’m sure, hoping he could repay the
error. Make solid contact … just get on base … make the at bat count – you can almost
hear him thinking to himself.
In the midst of all the roiling displeasure and the prolonged disruptions of the halfinning just completed, the crowd is treated to its traditional two songs and energetic
cheerleaders leading them in improvised hand-over-head stretches. Not many participate
in what is usually a more pleasant event. This time there are shades and sentiments of
anger and “we’ve been robbed” swirling in the otherwise still air of the closed dome.

Does any other sport have a ritual like the 7th inning stretch?
We have to acknowledge cricket (which some call a form of imperialistic baseball
played by the Brits) where some games can go on for days, and which does demand, nay,
insists upon, in the most genteel of ways, regular tea breaks and sometimes champagne
celebrations at the end. The 22-man staff team of Loughborough University, for example,
in the East Midlands of England, played 150 hours of non-stop cricket in 2012, partly as a
way to set a Guinness World Record. Chris Hughes, the organizer of the game, said that
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“it was absolutely brilliant and we had some great celebrations with champagne when we
got to 150 hours … The rules were that we could only take a five-minute break for each
hour, so the only time we slept was when our team was batting.” So cricket does need its
breaks.
And we have to honour the noble warrior and spiritual sport of lacrosse (originally
known as “The Creator’s Game”), which has been played for a thousand years among
North America’s indigenous people. Jean de Brébeuf, the famed French Jesuit missionary,
described Iroquois tribesmen playing lacrosse in 1637 in what is now known as New
York.
In the aboriginal Canadian version of lacrosse, teams could consist of up to 1,000
men per side on a field that could stretch up to 3 kilometers long. These games lasted from
sunup to sundown for three days straight, so there were breaks, and long ones at that.
But baseball’s 7th inning stretch – which occurs after six and a half innings of play
– is a curious, institutionalized quirk of the game. It’s almost as though the game is
admitting to itself and its fans that things have indeed gone on a bit too long and that in
order to keep us all awake until the end, we better get up and move around, sing a song
and have a good stretch so that we remain awake until the final out.
The origin of the tradition is much disputed. Depending on which story you
believe, it was instituted by an early manager to stall for more time for his relief pitcher to
warm up, or it was suggested by fans who needed a break from sitting on hard wooden
benches for so long, or perhaps there was a more mercantile, capitalistic reason. In 1869
the Cincinnati Commercial reported on a game between the Cincinnati Red Stockings and
the Eagle Club of San Francisco in which there was a 10-minute break after the 6th inning:
“a dodge to advertise and have the crowd patronize the bar.”
Whatever the origins, the 7th inning stretch now includes a singing of baseball’s
unofficial national anthem “Take Me Out to the Ball Game,” or at least it has since the
song was first penned in 1908. (It’s of note that the two who authored the song, Jack
Norwith and Albert Von Tilzer, had never been to a baseball game before writing the
song.)
In Toronto, the stretch is accompanied by a singing of a locally penned song “OK
Blue Jays,” written by Jack Lenz and Tony Kosinec. When I asked Lenz whether he had
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ever been to a professional baseball game before writing the song, he said “No, I’d never
been to one before the song was written. I played baseball in Saskatchewan as a kid … but
my experience with professional baseball was very small … obviously I knew about the
legends … Yogi Berra … Jackie Robinson … but not much experience with baseball
before.” Over his career Lenz has played and toured with the bands Seals and Croft, and
Loggins and Messina, and has written songs for Celine Dion, Andrea Bocelli and Josh
Groban – so it’s not a surprise he knows music better than baseball.
Paul Beeston, the first employee of the Blue Jays, commissioned the Blue Jays
song in 1982. Lenz said that Beeston wanted a song “that would basically say that the
team was okay, because the team was an expansion team.” Beeston also wanted a song
that helped introduce baseball to Toronto. “We’re not sure that even Torontonians
understand the game … so maybe we should explain the game,” Lenz was told by
Beeston. Perhaps that’s why the lyrics really do seem like “Baseball 101” for uninformed
fans: “You’ve got a diamond … nine men … a hat and a bat … bleachers … spring ’til fall
… the umpire’s call … let’s play ball!”
Lenz never thought that the song he penned 34 years ago would still be around
today: “It’s absolutely shocking to me … it was really written as a commercial …”
He wrote other sports anthems but none has had the staying power of the Blue Jays
song. Lenz has written anthems for the Edmonton Oilers and the Buffalo Sabres, although
the Sabres song got played precisely once. Lenz recounts an ominous debut for the song:
the Sabres “launched their song the same night they launched their new public address
system. While the song was being played, one of the speakers fell on the ice! … and they
never played the song again. That was it!”
I asked Lenz why he thought that baseball, of all sports, has a song as an integral
part of the game.
“Baseball is so much less aggressive than other sports,” he said in response.
“There’s a real sense of comradery. … it’s generally a very civil game … I think the idea
that you can be at a baseball game and it’s pretty relaxed and maybe that’s why music
became part of it.”
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I said to him that I could never imagine a song as part of a football game or a
boxing match. “It’s patriotism, music, culture, sport all kind of mixed in together,” he said,
“I just marvel at it.”
Being partly traditionalist and partly always desirous of the new, I’m always
pleased that the Blue Jays play the two top baseball anthems at their games. When I asked
Lenz what it was like to hear his song played at the games, he said, “it’s a total thrill …
and it continues to be … I’m just hoping they continue to use the song!”
I do too.
OK Blue Jays!
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Chapter 10
Errors, Errors Everywhere
Baseball is known for its moments of success and brilliance. Don Larsen pitching a perfect
game in game 5 of the 1956 World Series. Babe Ruth’s “called shot” at Wrigley Field in
game 3 of the 1932 World Series (even if it didn’t happen quite the way some remember).
Lou Gehrig’s “Luckiest Man on the Face of the Earth” speech on July 4, 1939.
The game is also known for its mistakes, bad luck and errors. The error by Bill
Buckner, first baseman for the Boston Red Sox, made during game 6 of the 1986 World
Series against the Mets has come to be seen as one of the greatest (read: worst) errors in
sport. It has entered our collective imagination (read: nightmare) and has been referenced
or parodied in “Curb Your Enthusiasm,” the movie Fever Pitch and on “The Simpsons.”
On Buckner’s official website, in his 500-word biography, he studiously ignores
his infamous error: “In 1986, Buckner had 102 RBI’s and 18 home runs in helping the Red
Sox reach the World Series, where they lost to the New York Mets in seven [emphasis
mine] games.”
Although he presumably wants to ignore (read: wants to forget) his error, he does
go out of his way to say that he later coached “six years for the Toronto Blue Jays and
Chicago White Sox.”
I’ve asked around and done my own research on whether Buckner did, in fact,
coach in the Blue Jays organization – I’ve been unable to verify Buckner’s statement.

None of the individual errors that the Texas Rangers committed in the bottom half of this
7th inning were as egregious as Buckner’s, but they did, collectively, have more drama,
and they did more cumulative damage. The Red Sox did not lose the 1986 World Series
because of Buckner’s error. The Rangers, by contrast, did lose the 2015 ALDS because of
their 7th-inning errors.
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Officially, of course, there were three errors in the inning: by Andrus on a
grounder to short, by Moreland on a throw to Andrus covering second, and by Andrus
covering third on a throw from Beltre. Most watching the game thought the Rangers
should have been charged with four errors, which would include the blooper hit by
Donaldson just over Odor playing second. The Dallas Morning News used the phrase
“four defensive misplays” to describe the prolonged fiasco. CBS Sports called
Donaldson’s blooper over Odor’s head “a very catchable ball.” ESPN called it “an easy
catch.” Even the Rangers’ manager, Banister, was pointed when he described Odor’s
miscue: “I think where he got in trouble is he started backpedaling instead of getting his
feet in position to turn sideways and run the ball down.”
That it was Odor who helped prolong the Rangers’ agony – after the ecstasy he
must have still been feeling from his scamper home in the top of the inning – just makes
the whole scene that much more compelling. That much more inexplicable.
“I believe in the baseball gods,” says Noah, a friend who went to the game. “And
after Odor ran home on that throw back to the mound, I thought the gods had abandoned
us.” Noah also understands the role and presence of errors in baseball. He played baseball
as a kid and throughout his teens, and then played five years on the McGill University
baseball team. “Baseball is a game of failures,” he said to me, “and how we cope with
failure. Even great hitters fail 7 out of every 10 times at the plate. There are lessons there
about life.”
The successive errors by the Rangers, by the way, mean that none of the Blue Jays
runs that inning count as “earned runs.” Because the Rangers, if not for their errors, would
have already recorded three outs, not even Bautista’s home run gets recorded as an earned
run. Curious, but that’s the way baseball counts its earned and unearned runs. (I would say
that Bautista – after the season he had, and acknowledging his ability to perform on the
grand stages he was offered – certainly earned that triumphant bat flip and the resulting
home run trot, but my opinion has no influence on official baseball scoring.)
The things that I kept wondering about as I watched the Rangers commit error after
error: were they still spooked by the craziness of the preceding half-inning; were they
frightened that yet more projectiles would rain down upon their heads; did they think (just
maybe) that the call had unfairly gone against the Blue Jays; were they getting cold and

59

stiff after what must have seemed to them an interminable top half of the inning; were they
unable to separate the drama of the top half of the inning from the necessary work still
required in the bottom half of the inning?
After the Rangers’ errors and Bautista’s homer, the TV cameras caught the faces of
Cole Hamels and others on the Rangers bench. Several of them looked like they had just
been escorted past the 4th circle of Dante’s hell and were heading ever deeper toward the
frozen abyss. I think I may have even seen a Dante-esque handwritten note taped to the
back of the Rangers’ dugout wall with the words:

ABANDON WORLD SERIES HOPE, ALL YE RANGERS WHO ENTER HERE
but I’m not sure.
As Roger Angell once said in one of his season-ending wrap-ups in The New
Yorker: “Baseball is meant to break our hearts, as Bart Giamatti kept telling us, but he
never said what to do with the pieces.”
Andrus could not quite fathom or explain what had happened during the inning. On
the muffed throw from Beltre: “I was just trying to get the one out at third base,” he said to
the assembled media after the game. “The ball hit the end of my glove and came out.
There’s no excuse for that. I have to make that play. This is the toughest time of my career
right now. I can make that play 100 times, for sure. There’s a lot of pain right now. I let
down my team and my city.” That is, indeed, a lot of error-riddled weight to carry around.

While we’re on the topic of errors, let’s not forget the guy who wanted to get arrested in
order to watch the game. There seems to me to be a fundamental error in his thinking. Just
before the game started, the Toronto Police sent out this tweet:
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Six days earlier the York Regional Police, perhaps anticipating that this may be on the
minds of some die-hard but down-on-their-luck fans, sent this tweet out:

Perhaps these hopeful, would-be criminals recalled that even the prisoners at
Rikers Island were allowed to listen to the radio for the third and final playoff game on
October 3, 1951, between the Brooklyn Dodgers and the New York Giants for the
National League pennant, the game that Bobby Thompson won for the Giants with a
homer in the 9th. Perhaps not.
After the final out in the game between the Jays and the Rangers, Elvis Andrus sits
in the Rangers’ dugout, alone, looking down at his hands.
Perhaps he is wondering about his $105-million contract. Perhaps he’s wondering
about how much his errors will stick to his reputation. Perhaps he’s just trying to get a grip
on the baseball he’s holding in his right hand.
Whatever he’s doing, he sure looks unhappy.
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Chapter 11
Slow Motion, Instant Replay and Overcranking
A friend of mine, Bob, can’t stand instant replay. He doesn’t like any technology that
interferes with the random and unpredictable nature of baseball. He thinks that umpires,
even the ones who make egregious calls that are evidently unfair or biased, are an essential
part of the game. He certainly doesn’t think calls made on the field should ever be
overturned.
“When umpires and referees go to the replay booth, their judgment is discounted,
their role in the game is diminished to the point of tech servants,” Bob says. “But they are
part of the drama. You don’t rewrite the scene that is unfolding on the stage. You live, or
die, with the decision made in the moment. It’s called life.”
Bob is a religious guy, an ordained minister, but not an ideological person. He likes
the drama of the moment. “People want drama. It’s so obvious that the ump sometimes
gets it right, sometimes wrong. Great stuff! Technology could come up with a perfect
strike zone, but there would never be a glare back from the batter at the ump or a
wonderfully rousing chorus of boos from the crowd. It would be closer to a live video
game. No!”
Bob knows his baseball. He loves the Yankees and the Jays (probably in that order)
and he still revels in the time he went 4-for-4, with three home runs, as a 14-year-old
playing baseball near his hometown of Kitchener, Ontario. He recalls the moment as if it
happened yesterday: “I still have the local paper with that headline: ‘Bobby Shantz Hits
Three Homers …’ I went 4-for-4 that day! My other hit was a double. It never happened
again. What a day!”
But I think he’s wrong. Not about his self-constructed memory, but about the use
to which technology can be put.
If we have it, we should use it. That’s my logic.
I like seeing instant replays, in slow-mo or super-slow-mo. I like slowing down
time so we can appreciate its vagaries, its craziness, its beauty. I like watching shows like
“The 100 Best Plays of the Year” and “Misplays of the Month.” Our minds and our senses
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speed things up and slow things down anyway, and we’ve developed technology to help us
do this. So let’s celebrate all this technology, update it, and put it to use wherever we can.
And if it means we have to pause for a few more moments, so the gaggle of blackuniformed, tobacco-chewing, gum-chomping umps can look serious as they call on their
mobile telephone to the Replay Command Centre in New York, so be it. (Those clunky,
over-the-head earphones and the huge handbag brought out onto the field by a young
assistant always make me think of a military phone brought out onto the trench-scarred
battlefield by some fresh-faced private for some mud-faced sergeant to call in an airstrike.)
To me, instant replay technology is now part of the baseball package. I think we’re
being naïve, or too accommodating to Luddites, if we don’t put it to use. By the way,
“overcranking,” used in the title to this chapter, refers to creating slow motion movies by
hand-cranking early cameras at a faster rate than the normal 24 frames per second. There
always will be Luddites and we need to confront them, or at least show them that their
ways can look behind the times and silly, especially when replayed in slo-mo.
I don’t like to see a sparkling play – a moment of individualized brilliance from an
athlete at the top of their form, or even a speck of perfection in an otherwise mediocre
player – negated by a bad call. It’s that simple.
Was the runner safe at home
or not? Was the double play turned
or not? Was that ball hit to deep left
field fair or foul? I want answers to
the questions, not half-baked guesses
by an umpire who may have
indigestion, or wayward calls that
were impeded by falling bodies or
poor positioning.

A permanent memento, inked into
skin within 24 hours of the event.
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As I’ve watched these 53 minutes of epic craziness, I’ve reveled in the drama of
the moment. Over and over again. I’m not going to go out and get a tattoo of the Bautista
bat flip, as some fan did within 24 hours of the event (the recipient will see that moment
“in the flesh” for the rest of his days) but I do want to be able to slow down the quick-fire,
heartbeat-fast action on the field and enjoy its beauty.
Neither of the 7th-inning calls that went to the replay booth was because things
may have been missed or mistaken. Both were to check the rules: Martin’s throw to ensure
the rule was being properly applied, and Pompey’s catcher-upending slide to ensure that
he had made a legal slide.
But there are always calls where technology could be used to make sure that
players are credited for stellar plays and others are noted for their errors.
That is one of the benefits in watching the game on TV versus live. One friend,
Jack, who was at the game, later emailed me about what he missed: “My perspective is
that the fans knew nothing of what was going on. I didn’t see the Russell Martin throw, I
didn’t know what the discussion was about, I couldn’t see the Texas error at 3rd base
because I was blocked by the players. And fans reacted because of knowing nothing, and
their growing frustration.”
As I watch footage from some of the old baseball games – from the 1950s and
’60s, when TV was just starting to make its presence felt – it’s interesting to see that
relatively few calls are questioned or criticized by the players. There’s a lot of dust on
many of those slides into home, and there are bang-bang plays at first that could have
gone, it seems to me, either way.
Jackie Robinson stealing home against Yogi Berra in the first game of the 1955
World Series is a particularly entertaining and insightful play. The ump (standing behind
Yogi – not the best vantage point) called Jackie safe. That’s when Yogi started jumping
around and confronting the ump. Throughout his life, Yogi was convinced that Jackie was
out.
According to Politico, Barack Obama once mentioned Jackie Robinson’s famous
steal to Yogi and Yogi sent the president a signed photo of the play with the words “He
was out” inscribed. According to an NBC announcer Joe Posnanski, whenever Yogi met
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Jackie’s wife, Rachel, over the next 60 years they would exchange the same greeting.
“Out” Yogi would say. “Safe” Rachel would say.
MLB even had some fun in a tweet from September 2015 on what it calls “one of
baseball’s great debates.” Robinson (No.
42) and Berra (No. 8) await an official
ruling from on high: a baseball-hatwearing, earphone-encased, god-like
presence. Maybe this is precisely the sort
of ambiguity – the belief and the disbelief
that can and do exist simultaneously – that
my theological friend Bob likes. The tweet
made me recall W. P. Kinsella’s intonation
of the “great god Baseball.”
Super slo-mo may have answered that question of Robinson’s slide once and for
all, although I have to admit I like the ongoing charm of that shared “Out” / “Safe”
greeting, so many years after the event, and this ongoing disagreement that the entire
baseball world can share.
The game does get artificially slowed down when we go to the replay booth or use
our high-tech devices to clarify motions on the field that are otherwise way too fast for the
normal eye to discern. But I think that just helps my argument. During those pauses, fans
have the opportunity to debate, argue, weigh, critique. There is drama within those pauses
as we look at the faces of the combatants. Anger, astonishment, doubt, inquisitiveness,
disbelief: it’s all there. We see Choo and Odor and Banister explain or plead their case.
We see Price and Stroman in the Jays’ dugout yelling and flapping and pointing. We see
the eyes of Martin under his mask trying to mask whatever is going through his mind.
There is theatricality there … comedy, tragedy, history … as we wait for the official call
… as we wait for technology to confirm or deny our inner hopes and desires.
So I’m all for drama and unpredictability. And we had lots of it in this 7th inning. I
just don’t want some other human element – a bad or missed call – negating the action of
an already dramatic and unpredictable game.
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Chapter 12
Noble Heroes, My Sword and Yours are Kin
“I wish you could have heard my thoughts in that moment. It’s the closest I have ever felt
to being a superhero.”
Those are the words of Jose Bautista, writing about walking up to the plate to face
Sam Dyson in the climactic apex of these 53 minutes.
“My adrenaline wasn’t 10-out-of-10,” he writes. “It was ten-million-out-of-10.”
Not often do we get first-person narratives from the athletic elite. Fortunately, and
for the benefit of sports fans, Derek Jeter founded The Players’ Tribune after his illustrious
playing career with the Yankees was over. There have been a lot of great pieces published
on the site – stories that have left me intrigued and laughing and crying. Jose Bautista is a
Contributing Editor.
On November 9, 2015, Bautista published a compelling 1,500-word piece called
“Are You Flipping Kidding Me?”
The piece is of note for several reasons. Bautista writes about how in the
Dominican Republic, when you get a hit, “people in the crowd will start playing trumpets
and horns and cheerleaders will jump up on top of the dugout and start dancing. The fans
stand up from the first inning to the ninth inning, and half the time they’re dancing, too.”
And he adds, surely more for North American readers than for readers from the
Dominican: “When you hit a home run in this atmosphere, you might flip your bat.”
Bautista also writes about the backlash that gurgled up after his exuberant display:
small pockets of the media who used words like “disrespectful, mocking, showboating” to
describe his celebratory bat flip. “They’re the dinosaurs who believe that everybody
should play the same and act the same … That kind of thinking is not just old school. It’s
just ignorant. And it is slowly becoming extinct.”
As a fan, I could not agree more. We celebrate inside – why shouldn’t we be
permitted to celebrate in a more demonstrable fashion as well?
Put another way, I found Sam Dyson’s comment – “Jose needs to calm that down
… I mean he’s doing stuff that kids do in Wiffle ball games and backyard baseball – it
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shouldn’t be done” – petty. And small-spirited. I am sure that if Dyson had struck out
Bautista on a nasty slider – let’s imagine a great pitch that Bautista missed by a few inches
– Dyson would have pumped his fist and looked toward the heavens and then run to the
dugout for hugs and happy times, acknowledging that he had bested his former teammate.
But Dyson didn’t strike Bautista out. On this day and on this pitch Bautista got the better
of him. And Bautista deserves to celebrate – inside himself and in front of the hometown
Toronto fans. And maybe also for his fans in the Dominican, who I’m sure were not
saying to each other: “Jose needs to calm that down.”
But let’s get away from the naysayers and back to Bautista’s heroic act and his
heroic comments.
“I’m the guy trying to be the superhero,” he wrote.
What makes Bautista’s comments so important is that he also talks about what life
is like for many young aspiring ballplayers in the Dominican. In an earlier article for The
Players’ Tribune called “The Cycle” he wrote about the barriers, connections and
disconnections among baseball, poverty, education and hope, starting when the players are
12 or 13. At that age, if they show promise, “they’re pulled out of school” to go train at
unregulated, privately-run facilities “in the middle of nowhere.”
In “Are You Flipping Kidding Me?” he writes that for many of these young kids
there is no other choice if they want to help their families. “They see it as their chance to
live the American dream – and take their families out of poverty. In a sense, they can
become their family’s hero.”

All of us need heroes. Perhaps we also need anti-heroes. Often they can be the same
person.
Many of the central books of the Western world are peopled by heroes: Achilles,
Aeneas, Cuchulain. We don’t necessarily expect perfection in them, but we do want brave
ideals, strong deeds and inspirational stories. And we want our heroes to take us places,
even if only in our imagination, that we do not have the opportunity to visit ourselves.
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Sometimes we join together the heroic and the anti-heroic. Sean Kallir, who went
to the game, said to me: “As a long-suffering sports fan, that win by the Jays is the only
real moment of success I’ve experienced in my 25 years … Before Bautista came up to
bat, I was just expecting the Jays to lose. I was thinking: ‘here is another one of our heroes
who is going to flop at the crucial moment.’ That is what Toronto teams do, and that is
what Toronto is used to.”
After the game, Kallir got a bit closer to the hero of the game. He and a few friends
went to a local club, EFS, in downtown Toronto. “Usually, it’s a shirt and nice clothes
kind of spot. But that night, everyone, 100 percent of the people there, were wearing Blue
Jays stuff. And then Bautista and Donaldson and a bunch of other players walked it!
Everybody was celebrating, happy, going wild.”
Of course there were a few heroes for the Blue Jays during the 2015 season but
Bautista’s October 14 home run and bat flip seemed to gather all the excitement and
anxiousness and vindication in one spectacular moment.
Some media analysts and fans have observed that Bautista is able to channel his
anger. When he gets brushed back off the plate, or if a pitch sails behind his head, he is
somehow able to take that justified anger and put it to use. And sometimes the result gets
deposited in the left field seats, much to the delight of Blue Jays fans. (Just ask Darren
O’Day of the Orioles!)
As in life, though, not all players or former players have the ability to channel or
control their inner demons. Doug Ault, the Jay’s inaugural hero – he hit the first two home
runs in franchise history, in the 1st and 3rd innings of the Jays’ first ever game – later had
a series of personal and business challenges and setbacks, and committed suicide at the
age of 54.
Jackie Robinson, like Bautista, was able to focus his displeasure and anger. Vin
Scully, the veteran sportscaster, talks about Jackie Robinson in the Ken Burns baseball
documentary: “Jackie excelled when he was angry. Jackie Robinson was probably the only
player and perhaps the only human being I know of who was better when he was angry.
Most of us lose something when we’re angry. Not Jackie.”
Roger Kahn, who wrote The Boys of Summer and many other books on baseball,
once wrote that Tyrus Raymond Cobb – “the name rings with antique Roman grandeur,”
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he said – was “the roughest son of a bitch who ever played the game.” Ty Cobb was “a
man so full of fury, so brimming with bile, that some describe him as psychotic.” But he
still had pretty good stats, even if he wasn’t always loved.
I’ve seen Bautista be belligerent at the plate and have seen him overreach in the
field. I’ve seen him, in opposing parks, pretend to throw a ball into the stands, and then
stop himself, and keep the ball in his hand, and smirk, much to the non-delight of the
awaiting fans. He does stuff like that. Because he plays for the Blue Jays, I’m okay with
that. (Maybe if he played for another team, I may not be so forgiving … but he is ours.
He’s our hero.)
The Dallas Morning News sure sees Bautista as a villain. “Jose Bautista becomes
Public Enemy No. 1 after Rangers’ intense ALDS vs. Toronto” screams a headline late in
the day on October 14. And the article then states: “The Rangers have a new certified No.
1 villain: Toronto slugger Jose Bautista.”
As we all know, one person’s
villain is another person’s hero.
When his two sons were younger,
my friend Harold (more on him in
the following pages) took his two
sons Sam and John to a Bautista
autograph signing. The two boys
were somewhere between ecstatic
and overwhelmed to meet with one
of their heroes. As you can see from
the photograph, Sam and John don’t
act as though a villain is in their
midst. And Bautista, even though he has done this thousands of times, seems to be
enthusiastically welcoming the boys into his world, even if it’s for a fleeting moment.
“Baseball,” says Roger Angell, “so various and voluminous are its possibilities,
often gives the impression that it will always arrange the thrilling complexity, the
obligatory challenge and response, at the summit of every important game or series.”
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Yes, often it does indeed give that impression. On October 14, 2015, during the 7th
inning of the game between the Toronto Blue Jays and the Texas Rangers it certainly did
that. And it is individual people – we sometimes call them heroes – who are responsible.

70

Chapter 13
Community Outreach / Community Inreach
Like all major sports, baseball has its marketing and publicity apparatus.
We are buffeted by ads on TV, the Internet, and radio. We are splashed with
colourful exhortations to buy official and team-sanctioned clothing, including such items
as an “Authentic, Home Jersey w/2015 Postseason Patch,” a “Cool Base Home
Cooperstown Jersey,” the same “EvoShield Batter’s Elbow Guard – Red Digi Camo” that
presumably is worn by the players, and all sorts of other official stuff, from posters and
plaques to hats and balls and silver coins and mugs and mini-bats and lapel pins and plush
toy collectibles.
(I remember seeing at the University of Notre Dame store in South Bend a
multitude of offerings, including Fighting Irish-branded baby bottles and bibs and booties.
Get the fans while they’re young, I guess.)
Do you want to show your eternal respect or undying love for your favourite
player? Buy a jersey with TULOWITZKI or STROMAN or DICKEY emblazoned on the
back. When I went to a recent game, I saw people still proudly sporting their ALOMAR
and HENKE and OLERUD jerseys from a generation ago.
But no fans part with their money, none of this marketing works, unless the stuff
we purchase matters to us. To our inner fan. To our inning.
Baseball celebrates athletic achievements on the diamond, but it also celebrates our
interior life. Our memories of what it felt like to play ball as a kid. Our recall of having hit
our first home run, or being the final out of a tournament game that our team should have
won. Our need to take out the baseball mitt we had as a kid, and that hangs in the closet
now, and go play catch in the park. Our desire to be collectively joyful at our team’s
success and to collectively lament when they stumble. Our hold on the personal, individual
grain of sand from the expansive, shifting beach that surrounds us.
Most true fans feel that they are in some way responsible for the team’s fortunes,
for the ups and downs of the season. After the second loss by the Jays to the Rangers in
the ALDS, a guy sitting across from me on the subway was commiserating with a friend:
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“I can’t believe we lost today! I was wearing my lucky hat! You’re wearing your lucky
jersey! What the hell is going on?”
I thought that his comments lacked an awareness that the universe at large, and the
smaller universe of baseball, can be harsh and unforgiving places that care not for our
feeble and miniscule role in the great arcs that swirl objectively and dispassionately above
our heads and under our feet.
And then I looked down and noticed that I was wearing my lucky “blue jay” socks.
They’re not officially branded clothing, but a few months ago when I saw socks with blue
jays on them I immediately bought a few pairs, one pair for me and two other pairs for
like-minded Blue Jays obsessives. And I was wearing them that day because I thought
they were sure to have a role in the outcome of the game. I almost showed my socks to my
fellow fans and shouted, “Yeah, I know what you mean! I’m wearing my special blue jay
socks today and the Jays still lost!” But I didn’t. Instead, I thought about the great arcs that
swirl above and below us.
Of course the potential negative effects we have (or think we have) also play a role
in our interior fandom. Many of us, even the rational among us, don’t want to do or say
anything that may jinx the team. If we happen to anticipate out loud the coming pitch, or
make some fleeting comment about a batter taking his stance at home plate, or reference
the weather or the end of the season or what happened in yesterday’s game, it can
immediately usher forth a “Don’t jinx them!” from our fellow fans.
Any logical person knows that such passing commentary has zero chance of
influencing the action on the field, perhaps thousands of miles away. And yet … what if
… just maybe … our few innocuous words meant the difference between a strike out or a
hit or … what if …
The other quality that makes baseball different from all other sports is that the fans
at the game – and by extension us watching on our myriad devices – are part of the field of
play. In basketball, football, hockey, soccer and most other sports the action all takes place
on the field, the rink, the pitch. But in baseball – when a home run is hit – the ball often
ends its flight in and among the fans. The ball does not finish its home run path until it
becomes part of the life of the fans eagerly (if the home crowd) or disappointingly (if the
opponent crowd) awaiting it.
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In no other sport is the crowd such an integral part of the play. In no other sport
does the crowd have its role in the completion of a play. This is especially fortunate for the
javelin throw and in boxing, but it’s also true in other sports. In basketball a ball can
deflect harmlessly into the crowd. In football a player may jump into the stands or dance
for the fans or shake hands with them after a touchdown. In hockey there are pucks that
end up in the stands. In soccer the ball sometimes enters the land of the singing, standing
crowds on errant or meaningless plays.
Baseball, by contrast, is different. The fans complete the home run. The stands are
a continuation of the field of play. In baseball, all of us can reach in, or over, or upwards,
and touch a part of the game, and sometimes complete the most meaningful act of the
game.

Each of us is a storyteller. We are continuously, ceaselessly, telling stories to ourselves.
We remember things from our past. We imagine what might happen this evening, or next
season or five years from now. Most of the time the stories are tangled, inconclusive,
fractured. They morph, repeat themselves, fade into nothingness. But they are stories, or at
least part of stories, and we continue to tell them.
Sports like baseball are great storytelling vehicles. They have a beginning, middle
and an end.
They have conflict. A hundred years ago when I was in grade school we used to
talk about the three main types of conflict: man against man, man against nature, and man
against himself. Baseball has all three.
And sports have actions and movements that keep us lamenting or celebrating,
both in the moment and many years from now.
Although there is defined action on the baseball diamond, each of us sees and hears
and remembers different parts of the story. Each one of us internalizes the parts that mean
most to us. Baseball, like other sports, has a vast number of storylines – perhaps an infinite
number of storylines.
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During the final two months of the season,
throughout Toronto (and elsewhere) there was a kind of
Blue Jays mania that took over our imaginations. Our great
baseball fictioneer W. P. Kinsella calls fans a
“congregation.” Parents dressed up their little sluggers in
Blue Jays attire. I saw signs and mementoes everywhere,
including at the local pet store, where even the dogs, it
seems, supported the Blue Jays. I know a 94-year-old
woman who really does not care for baseball – she is more of a Downton Abbey person –
and she was fascinated by the Jays and actually watched the games. She would tell me,
and others, with breathless enthusiasm, of which individual players she liked, and of the
team’s successes and of its marvels.
When we go to a game we smell again the hotdogs and the mustard that we
smelled as a child (although not, unfortunately, fresh-mown grass at the Rogers Centre),
and these smells reconnect us to these elemental affections that helped shape who we are
now.
When our team is down by one run in
the bottom of an inning, with the season on the
line, our skin tingles with anticipation, our
palms sweat, we feel our blood quickening.
When a moment of success (or failure)
occurs, our voices spontaneously yell with
excitement (or regret), and that sound that we
make speaks of our interior life, of the
emotions that must express themselves.
When we hear the crack of the bat and
see the ball ascend through the air, heading
toward deep centre, we focus intently on its
path. We separate it from everything else
around. We follow its trajectory for those
eternal few seconds when it is in flight.
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And then, when the specifics of the moment have passed, we connect again with
everyone around us, whether we’re at the stadium or whether we’re in a basement with a
few friends.
The action and the smells and the sounds have taken us out to the community that
surrounds us, and inside, where we each have our own private inning.
Jesse, who I quoted earlier describing cans of beer flying through the air like so
many Braveheart spears, connected this game to his childhood: “I remember watching the
past World Series wins by the Jays in the basement of our family home. It has sometimes
been tough to remain a Jays fan since then – no excitement on the field and low
attendance, and with whole sections of the stands empty. But in that moment when
Bautista hit the home run, it all became worth it. You could feel the passion, the
exponential passion, inside Bautista. And for us in the stands it was pure ecstasy.”
And speaking of empty stands and pure ecstasy, we should remember that during
those lean years in the late 1990s and early 2000s there were so many upper sections of the
stadium that remained empty, people were known to engage in various sex acts up there –
just because they could, and because no one was around to notice or admonish.
Noah, another member of the baseball community – who played for the McGill
team and who I quoted earlier, connects the game to his inner appreciations. “I still get
shivers down my spine just thinking of Bautista’s hit,” he says. “I remember the crack of
the bat – as a baseball player, that’s what I react to – and then there was pandemonium.
When I regained my senses, Bautista was touching home plate.”
“That inning,” he says, with the knowledge of someone who played the game for
many years, “was a microcosm of the entire game of baseball: from the lowest of the lows
to the highest of the highs. Failure and elation in 53 minutes.”

In case you’re wondering what happened to the ball that Bautista hit – and which came to
rest among the fans, under the seat of Jeff Byma – it’s still in Byma’s hands. This is one of
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those stories where unfortunately the outreach and the inreach haven’t quite been able to
connect.
When I interviewed Jeff by phone seven weeks after he secured the ball, he
expressed his disappointments at not being able to get the ball back to Bautista.
Knowing that he needed to have the ball authenticated, at the end of the game he
was lead by an usher to a Rogers Centre PR office where he was told there would be an
official authenticator. When he got to the office he was told: “the authenticator was not in
the building.”
Immediately after catching the ball, before the inning was even over, Byma had put
up pictures of himself and the ball on Instagram. No one else has ever claimed to be in
possession of the ball, so it’s pretty clear Byma is the one and only person who has the
actual ball. “It’s the only ball I’ve ever caught,” he told me. But try as he might, he has
been unable to find a way to get the ball to Bautista. He has exchanged emails with Blue
Jays office staff directly, and “various media outlets – the Toronto Star, the Toronto Sun,
City TV, Global News – have tried to get a hold of the Blue Jays on my behalf, but that
has all been unsuccessful,” he said.
So long after the event, and with lingering disappointment still in his voice, Byma
says: “It’s the second biggest homer in Jays history. Why wouldn’t Jose want it?”
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Chapter 14
A Stubbornly Persistent Illusion
Baseball is our great un-timed pastime.
While watching a game, and then remembering it, we slow down time and we
speed up time. We bend time to suit our needs. We all possess our own internal camera
that we can speed up or slow down to suit our will.
We meld the past and the present and the future to match the way our mind
naturally works.
My friend Mordy Yolles, now 90, told me that he had seen Jackie Robinson play
when Jackie was with the Montreal Royals of the International League, the AAA league
just below the bigs. That would have been during the 1946 season, Jackie’s only year with
the team, and the year he was named the league’s Most Valuable Player. (In 1947 he went
up to the Brooklyn Dodgers, where he won the inaugural MLB Rookie of the Year award.)
At the time, Toronto’s baseball team was the Toronto Maple Leafs (not to be confused
with the forever struggling current NHL team, the Maple Leafs), which fielded a team
from 1912 to 1967. A structural engineer, Mordy remembers the stadium, since
demolished, perhaps better than the game itself, and perhaps better than the now-famous
Number 42.
I pushed Mordy a bit, expressing surprise, and perhaps I had a bit of doubt in my
voice: “Did you really see Jackie Robinson play in Toronto?”
“Well, if I didn’t, at least I thought I did!” was his response. “You can put that in
your book.”
Another friend, Tony, also had baseball stories to tell me. He wrote to me of his
father, playing in the “low minors in the Deep South,” with Johnny Mostil as his manager.
“Legend has it,” said Tony, that Mostil was “so fleet of foot that he was the only centre
fielder in history to catch a foul fly ball, one that started out to centre field but was blown
into foul territory.”
Mostil, who played for the Chicago White Sox, led the American League in stolen
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bases in 1925 and 1926. He was also an alcoholic and had tried to kill himself on various
occasions. “Several times in the season when Dad played for him, his story went, they
found Mostil in his office with an empty bottle on the desk, his arm bleeding, and a razor
in his hand.”
Later, as a 14-year-old, Tony went to the Chicago White Sox Boys Camp in
Brothertown, Wisconsin, where Mostil coached. At the camp Tony “batted against a presurgery Tommy John and had hitting instructions from Smoky Burgess.” He also
wondered about the stories that his father had told him about Mostil: “The first day, I was
introduced to the coach for our age group and it was none other than Johnny Mostil. He
was tiny and white-haired and shriveled, forever exhorting us not to be ‘lacksy-daisy.’
Even though the temperature never went below 96 degrees F for the entire three weeks, he
always wore a long-sleeved undershirt with his uniform. But I did get a good look at his
wrists when he was showing us how to slide and his sleeves rode up. Lo and behold, those
wrists were covered with criss-cross scars.”
Tony said he was immediately transported back “to some dingy AA ballpark in
the south in the 1930s. I pictured my Dad as a gangly infielder whom his teammates called
‘Canada’ as I was confronted with this ancient man named Mostil who was a legend, a
mentor and a mess.”
George Brett, the great third baseman and DH for the Royals, has a different
perspective when it comes to how baseball affects our understanding of time. Talking
about the Royals’ successful 2015 postseason run he said to The New York Times: “I love
to live in the future … I can’t live in the past anymore – I’m 62.” Perhaps he likes to see
the younger players out there on the field because it helps him recapture his own baseball
youth. Perhaps, with less time ahead of him than behind him, he chooses, in a baseball
sense, to live in the eternal, intangible future.
That’s the sort of game baseball is. In baseball, time is elastic, fluid, flexible. It can
adapt to our changing needs. As with my friend Mordy, some people have memories of
attending important events – even being personally involved in momentous events – even
when they may not have.
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Forward to the past: the first reference to baseball,
from “A Little Pretty Pocket-Book” (England, 1744).
This happens elsewhere of course: with politicians (Donald Trump, Hillary
Clinton), writers (James Frey, David Carr), and TV personalities (Bill O’Reilly, Brian
Williams). Sometimes we adapt the past to suit our own desires. As these people all have,
we sometimes elevate our involvement, we inflate our role, because that makes us feel
more involved, more important, more vital.
I have to admit that I have a false memory when it comes to baseball. For years,
I’ve always been sure that Pete O’Brien, who was active from 1982 to 1993, played for the
Jays. In my mind’s eye (and I mean this in the Shakespearean sense, not just some wishful
thinking) I see him wearing a Blue Jays uniform, playing first base. It’s a sunny day and
he has that big open smile and he is crouched in the way infielders crouch just as the ball
is being delivered to the plate.
Of course there’s no surprise that I have a special place in my baseball heart for a
player named “Pete O’Brien.” I’ve told many people over the years that he played for the
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Jays. Because he was not a big-named player with memorable stats, mostly I just got a
half-amused smile from the listener. He wasn’t memorable to them. Just me.
Because I wanted to mention him here, I did some more serious research on him.
(There are, of course, extensive stat sheets on every player who has ever played.) Pete, I
learned, played for the Texas Rangers, Cleveland Indians and Seattle Mariners. He had a
.261 batting average, hit 169 home runs and 736 RBI in a total of 1567 games. He had 24
stolen bases and was caught stealing 34 times. He was walked 641 times and struck out
563 times.
But he never played for the Blue Jays.
I scoured all the stat sites there were (and there are a few), thinking that they must
have missed something. I did an extensive Google search, thinking that the 75th or 175th
story I came upon would mention his time for the Jays. But no. He never played for the
Jays. At least he never played for the Jays outside of my imagination …
In my research I was pleased to see that there is a new player named “Peter
O’Brien” in baseball. First selected in the 2011 draft by the Colorado Rockies (he didn’t
sign) and then by the Yankees in 2012, O’Brien has played for the Staten Island Yankees,
the Charleston RiverDogs, the Trenton Thunder, the Mobile BayBears, and the Reno
Aces. Traded by the Yankees to the Arizona Diamondbacks in 2014, he made his major
league debut on September 11, 2015, against the Los Angeles Dodgers. He went 1 for 1.
He hit a ground ball up the middle and drove in a run.
If things don’t work out in Arizona, I hope the Jays give him a look. Obviously, I
would love to see him in a Jays uniform.

Throughout the 162 games of the season, and then the postseason, the game moves at its
own particular pace. We talk about a lazy fly ball to centre field and a bang-bang play at
first. Announcers have learned the gentle art of following the arc of a home run through
the heavens and into the outfield seats.
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Buck Martinez, the former catcher for the Jays and now the voice of the Jays on
Sportsnet, has a great home run call, full of anticipation and expectation: “There’s a deep
drive to centre field! … Get up, ball. … Get up. … Gone!” he says, leading us, with
appropriate pauses, through the arc of the ball’s flight.
At other times things happen so quickly on the field that the announcers have to
weigh the relative merits of various camera angles to make sure they caught what actually
happened, which sometimes can determine whether a player is safe or out, and which of
course sometimes determines who wins or loses the game.
Albert Einstein is, of course, the great voice on relativity. When asked to explain
the intricacies of his theory, he tried to put it in ways that most of us would understand:
“Put your hand on a hot stove for a minute, and it seems like an hour. Sit with a pretty girl
for an hour, and it seems like a minute. That’s relativity.” Einstein knew a lot about both.
He was intricately involved with a lot of hot-button issues (the Nazis, the creation of the
state of Israel, arguments with fellow scientists about God, etc.) and he was also a famed
womanizer, who was not beyond using his fame to lure a wide swath of young women into
various entanglements that resulted in the exchange of fluids and the experience of gravity
and how moving bodies interact.
Einstein also stated that the “distinction between past, present and future is only a
stubbornly persistent illusion.” We too, in our own lives, wander among the past, the
present and the future. We slow down and speed up time at will. We may continue to see
that Bautista bat flip in our mind over and over again: its gentle rotational energy as it
floats through space, its direction and speed slowed down so that we can better savour and
appreciate its significance.
Or as the poet Donald Hall says in Ken Burns’ baseball documentary: “There’s a
lot of wonderful stillness in baseball … absolute stillness that I treasure.”
We may speed up other moments of the typical baseball season. Although we may
watch with rapt attention all or part of the 162 games that our team plays each year, they
quickly become not much more than a blur, a smudge of time. We have passed through
them and now, unless we consciously reconstruct them (technology can help us replay the
action, and maybe also the attendant feelings and emotions) their details fade and
dissemble. They are lost in the fast-rushing torrent of time.
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Sometimes time slows down whether we want it to or not. A former baseball
player I know, Mike Nitsos – he played for the Ontario Blue Jays and then on a
scholarship to Western Kentucky University – was flying to Dublin during the game. “We
kept asking the stewardess for updates and she would pass the question on to the pilot who
would then contact ground control for us. The stewardess would bring us back the updates,
although not as quickly as we wanted! It wasn’t until we landed in Dublin that we really
found out what had happened. That’s when we really celebrated. I got goosebumps when
the flight landed and I started checking social media.”
The 53 minutes of our 7th inning had so many twists and turns – so much anger
and frustration, so many errors and then such a singular moment of self-satisfied swagger
– that it is its own self-contained eddy of time, its own distinct handful of time.
Other sports – basketball, boxing, football, golf, hockey, soccer, and track-andfield – have moments of brilliance and talent, both raw and elegant. Other sports have
colourful characters and stories of breathtaking heartache and ecstatic success. Other
sports have moments that live on in the memory. But other sports are all defined,
compressed, by timing restrictions and the clock.
Baseball, because of the structure of an inning, which expands to fit the needs of
the game, is different. Because baseball has innings – in which so much bad and so much
good can happen over the course of three outs for each team; in which each team has its
own opportunity to make a statement and then to prevent the other team from making a
statement; in which heaven and hell get a chance to speak to one another – it is more a
lesson in the complex vagaries and fluidity of life than any other sport.
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Chapter 15
You’re Out!
Two important baseball deaths occurred in the summer of 2015.
The great player-philosopher Yogi Berra died on September 22, at the age of 90.
And my good friend Harold Heft – a lifelong fan of baseball and especially his
beloved Montreal Expos – died on July 23, at the age of 50.
Lawrence Peter (Yogi) Berra will forever be remembered, well, for being Yogi.
His baseball numbers and stats are without peer: 18 times an all-star, 10 times a World
Series champion as a player, 3 times the AL MVP.
Yogi’s charmed wisdom also graced us with “It ain’t over ’til it’s over.”
(Managing the New York Mets in 1973, he said this to a reporter who asked him, toward
the end of season, with the Mets in last place in a tight division, if the team’s season was
finished. The Mets went on to win the division.)
Another of my favourites: “When you come to a fork in the road, take it.” (Yogi
said this when giving Joe Garagiola directions to his New Jersey home – which was
accessible by two separate routes.)
My favorite Yogi-ism is his response to his wife Carmen when she asked him
where he would like to be buried, considering that he was from St. Louis, the family lived
in New Jersey, and he played in New York. He replied: “Surprise me.”
My friend Harold was a communications and fundraising professional, and a
writer. Most important, he was a father. And he loved baseball.
He loved everything about it, even the romance of the game. On his honeymoon he
insisted on taking his wife Suzanne to the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown. Such
romance! For Harold, baseball was a great way to eat peanuts and drink beer with friends.
And it was so much more. He appreciated that the game gathers together arithmetic
statistics and grand ideas – the small arc of a well-turned double play and the larger arc of
passion and continuity and family. The game’s strategy and collaboration, its mingling of
offence and defence, help us explain who we are and how we choose to spend our time.
For Harold, the game allowed him to spend a lot of time with his two sons, Sam and John.
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When Harold was growing up, his father’s
baseball glove hung in the front entrance of the
family home. When Eddie died – he was still
winning softball championships in his 70s – the
one thing that Harold asked to have was his
father’s baseball glove, and to this day it hangs in
Harold’s family home. It is weatherworn, soft,
resilient. That glove reminds Sam and John every
day of the love and the connections between
grandfather and father and son: the ties and the
leather threading of a baseball glove that can
connect people and generations.
For the final home game of the Jays’ regular season, 25 of us – all of us friends of
Harold, and all of us lovers of baseball – sat in the 500-level seats to enjoy the game in his
honour. We watched the Jays beat the Tampa Bay Rays on a walk-off homer by
Donaldson. It was a great send-off for the fans, and the game had an extra shade of
meaning for the 25 of us.
On the day after the end of the Blue Jays’ season, a 4-3 loss to the Kansas City in
the sixth game of the ALCS, Cathal Kelly, the eloquent baseball writer for The Globe and
Mail wrote a nuanced article on that final game at Kauffman Stadium. “The Jays lost the
series to the Kansas City Royals because they were outplayed,” Kelly said. “But in
metaphoric baseball terms, it was a good death.” Kelly also referenced the fan in the
outfield seats who stuck out his glove and turned a hit by the Royals’ Mike Moustakas,
perhaps a double, into, perhaps, a home run. (After yet another check by the review team,
it was recorded as a home run.) But Kelly didn’t leave us on a down note: “Ending it this
way, in this stadium, in front of these fans, is a disappointment. It’s not, however, any sort
of tragedy.” Talking about how baseball gives you time to think and feel, to see the
conflicting possibilities of “catch it / drop it” and “win / lose” Kelly said that the game is
“excruciating in the best possible way.”

84

A day later, Harold’s wife (I still have trouble using the word “widow”) wrote to
Kelly on an inspired whim. Here, with their permissions, are portions of their email
exchange:
Hi Mr. Kelly,
I read your piece in The Globe and Mail yesterday on the close of the Jays season with a
heavy heart, like so many Jays fans.
My husband Harold Heft was an Expos fan, a transplanted Montrealer who lived in
Toronto for the last 20 years and was also a published writer, who died on July 23 of an
inoperable brain cancer. He was 50.
Baseball runs deep in our family. Harold’s father Edward played in local leagues all
his life, and coached three sons. My son, John, a catcher, plays AA baseball for the North
Toronto Athletics and wears #8 in honour of Gary Carter. Gary Carter died of the exact
same brain tumour that my husband had.
Here is why I am telling you this.
Harold died just a few sweltering days before Alex Anthopoulos executed the
trade for Tulowitski and Hawkins, etc., and before the advent of Price. He never saw the
beautiful swell of momentum and strength that was our August and September. He never
saw the Rogers Centre bursting with seas of white rally towels.
But somehow, for our family, when the Jays played and won this summer and fall,
they were winning for Harold, who had watched almost every single baseball game this
2015 season, first from our couch, and then from his sick bed.
Harold loved baseball in exactly the way that you write about it – with fierce
intelligence, sensitivity and understanding. He used to say that a great ballpark was like a
temple, a sacred place of power and honour. Baseball, for him, was ultimately about
redemption and narrative.
Your article struck a chord for us. “Excruciating in the best possible way” is
absolutely right. My sons and I cried so hard on that final night as we switched off the TV
the moment the Royals ran from the dugout.
Our world, my family’s world, these last three months, was made better by this
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team and their extraordinary story, as well as by the wonderful writers who wrote about
it.
So I wanted to thank you, as a writer’s wife.
Sincerely, Suzanne Heft
__
Suzanne,
As you might imagine for anyone doing the job I do, I get a fair bit of mail. Some of it is
quite kind. Some not so much. I appreciate both sorts.
I’ve never gotten a letter quite like this. I feel so humbled by it, I’m not entirely
sure how to respond.
First, allow me to offer my deepest condolences to all of you for your loss.
Second, thank you so much for sharing your husband’s story with me. There’s so
much love in here. It’s – and I mean this in the dictionary definition sense – awesome.
When you cover sports, it’s easy to get cynical about them. It’s easy to get cynical
about any fantasy you get too close enough to touch.
It takes something like this to remind you how much a game can mean, how it
helps succour its fans and bookend their lives. That it all has more meaning than bland
statistics or the baffling amount of money that gets thrown around.
Sports matter not because of anything inherent to them, but because they matter
to real people. As in a museum, it’s the act of observation that confers meaning on the
art.
You’ve reminded me of that in the most powerful way. You, your husband and
your family are remarkable people. I wish you all the strength in the world in your grief.
Thank you so much for extending a small piece of it in my direction. I will never
forget that you did.
My most profound regards, Cathal
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This exchange, it seems to me, speaks about why baseball matters. A few words shared
about a game that sometimes has the potential to address bigger topics, including family
and longing and meaning. Sometimes an inning is more than just an inning.
For Harold, baseball complemented his ideas of family and, as Suzanne says,
redemption and narrative. Harold may not have lived the same number of innings as Yogi
did, but he got the most of the innings he was granted.
Baseball, like life, is about numbers and innings and what we do with them.

I never had a chance to play catch with my father or go to see a baseball game with him.
That narrative was cut short when I was not yet two years old.
My family was living in New York when I was born. My mother, father and seven
older siblings had moved there in 1952, when my father took up his new position as
Superintendent of Sales for Canadian Pacific Airlines. His office was on 5th Avenue and
the family settled in Mamaroneck, Westchester County. That’s where my mother gave
birth to three more kids: my older sister, me, and then my younger sister.
When he was 49 my dad went to his doctor complaining of chest pains. The doctor
recommended running a few more tests. My dad never came out of the hospital. At the age
of 40 my mom was a widow with 10 children, the youngest three months old.
Now, whenever I watch a baseball game, I think about these three deaths. Well, not
so much that of Yogi Berra: although I have infinite respect for both his athletic prowess
and his elemental wit, I never knew him.
But I do think about Harold. His love for the game, his love for the baseball glove
that once belonged to his father, and his love for his two sons, now fatherless.
And I do think about my father.
How we never had the opportunity to play catch.
Or go to a baseball game together.
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Chapter 16
The Game(s) of Life
Baseball is not the most important thing in the world, although within these pages – as I
talk about how the game affects our outer and inner lives … our inning – I could be
accused of believing that.
But there are times when we need respite from the harsh realities of the world. If
life is indeed nasty, brutish and short, as it often seems, I think it is just as reasonable to
assume we have created games like baseball to help ourselves cope. To help entertain
ourselves during the time between cradle and grave. To help provide moments of heroism
and heartache, of passion and pathos, to help us pass the time.
These 53 minutes of crazy and unpredictable satisfaction occurred in the midst of a
humanitarian crisis in Syria that saw searing tragedy and that has sowed seeds of lasting
scars that will continue to fester throughout Europe and the rest of the world. These 53
minutes played themselves out as the world slowly poisons itself with pollution and
ignorance about our shared environment. And these 53 minutes focused attention on a few
dozen people throwing and hitting a ball, while Canada was in the midst of a federal
election that – after the votes were counted – broke with an old and conservative way of
doing things and set the country’s course on what was billed as a new and more liberal
path.
Sport can at times counteract the harshness of life. That is, when it is not itself a
victim of the harshness. Malamud’s baseball novel, The Natural, which I referenced
earlier, was inspired (if that’s the right word) by the real-life shooting of Eddie Waitkus of
the Philadelphia Phillies by a crazed and obsessed “fan” named Ruth Ann Steinhagen.
And Eduardo Galeano, in his poetic book Football in Sun and Shadow, writes about the
1942 Dynamo Kiev soccer team:
During the German occupation they committed the insane act of defeating Hitler’s
squad in the local stadium. Having been warned, ‘If you win, you die,’ they started
out resigned to losing, trembling with fear and hunger, but in the end they could
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not resist the temptation of dignity. When the game was over all eleven were shot
with their Kiev shirts on at the edge of a cliff.
There are various versions of this so-called “Death Match” – together they represent the
conflicting presence of fear, propaganda and much worse, with sport as a backstop.
Perhaps we need these 53 minutes precisely because there are so many other
moments in our lives dominated by greed, ignorance and ignominy.
Perhaps we all need the temptation of dignity that sports offer.

There are times when I think that the only real good we as a civilization have crafted and
nurtured is the ability to entertain ourselves.
In ancient Rome, with a population of about 1 million, the Circus Maximus had a
capacity of 250,000. One-quarter of the entire population of that noble city could enter one
building to witness and revel in chariot races, horse races, public games and festivals.
Although we have large stadiums now – some with the capacity for holding over 100,000
– they are dwarfed by the grand architectural and human spectacle of the Circus Maximus.
Marcus Aurelius, arguably one of the wisest philosopher-statesmen the world has
ever known (yes, the emperor and father figure in the Russell Crowe movie “Gladiator”)
knew the power and influence of games. On the first page of his monumentally influential
Meditations, in the midst of acknowledging his family and noted wise men of his age,
Marcus thanks his tutor for helping him to see the wisdom in not being a “Green or Blue
supporter at the games in the Circus, nor to side with either the Lights or the Heavies in
the gladiatorial fights.” It seems that Marcus must have supported one of the two other
teams, the Reds or the Whites, and that he thought there was self-preservational wisdom in
wearing just the right amount of body armour for the right fight – not too much and not
too little.
In our age we put a lot of our time and energy into entertaining ourselves. We
watch sports of course (as a graduate of Notre Dame I follow, religiously, the Fighting
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Irish football team and a smattering of other Notre Dame teams) and we also sit in front of
the TV in mind-numbing numbers to watch all sorts of other entertainment and
entertainment-masquerading-as-news. (In 1984, the media theorist and cultural critic Neil
Postman penned Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show
Business, and that book and its message of how we choose entertainment over information
seems more, not less, relevant with every passing moment.)
We also play on the Internet. According to statistica.com, one of the most
respected sites for stats about our online world, of the well over 100 billion apps that have
been downloaded for the iPhone, more than 22 percent have been “Games.” The next
closest category, at just over 10 percent, is “Business” apps. Other large categories include
“Lifestyle” at almost 9 percent and “Entertainment” at almost 7 percent. “News,”
“Medical” and “Reference” apps all hover around 2 percent each. Those numbers speak
about where our priorities lie.
There are also multitudinous other ways that we entertain and amuse ourselves,
and I’m not sure that these numbers will be decreasing in the near or medium future.
Perhaps we need so much entertainment because we are so ill equipped to address
the trauma and the disorientation that is our natural state. Maybe we need relief.
Continuous, eternal relief.
The pursuit of happiness – however we define that.
Baseball can be a way to limit or suspend – even for a short time – the friction and
angst of the rest of our lives, and I, for one, am thankful for that.
While I was watching those 53 minutes of the 7th inning I was not worried about
all the other things I normally worry about: the slings and arrows of my non-existent
fortune, and the thousand natural shocks that my mind, spirit and flesh are heir to.
As Bautista admired his home run, mid-flight, and as he flipped his bat with such
angry elegance, and as his fellow teammates sprang from the dugout yelling and
celebrating, I too was part of the commotion, the joy.
Even those who may have deplored his showboating were transported far from
their work-a-day worries.
I jumped around and high-fived people I hardly knew. I screamed at the TV with
self-righteous happiness. I imagined that surely this moment of unalloyed perfection
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meant that we – the team, the people in the room I was watching with, the country – would
survive to play another day.
Even Stephen
King, the master of the
macabre, the harbinger of
horror, a man who knows
a thing or two about
dramatic timing, could
not keep his eyes away,
and felt the need to tweet
mid-game.
Umpire Dale Scott, paid to keep the game under control, saw the stage before him.
“There are three teams on the field,” he wrote to me, “but you’re the only one who’s paid
to stay calm, level headed. Sometimes that’s easier said than done but your job is to be fair
and impartial, enforcing the rules and running the game. You realize every time you step
onto the field you’re on stage but the audience is there to watch the teams, not you.”
On this grand stage, Bautista’s bat flip did not mean an out, it did not signify a run,
it did not represent an error. It was, rather, an exclamation mark, a gesture of passing
triumph, a flourish of pleasure.
Bautista was at centre stage and he knew it. He knew that the expansive baseball
world was watching and he gave a sign that he was aware he had the focus of attention.
In his article “Are You Flipping Kidding Me?” he wrote: “The stage was set. I was
so locked in that all I could see was the pitcher. Everything else was out of focus. It was so
loud that it was quiet … When you’re in that situation, you’re playing a role in a show.”
Later in his article, addressing the criticism that has come his way for the bat flip
that some have said disrespects the game, he writes: “It’s all part of the show. And you’re
kidding yourself if you think baseball isn’t a show. It’s a spectacle. It’s entertainment.”
Bautista knows more than many of his critics the importance of the grand and
dramatic gesture, of responding to the excitement and import of the moment with a spark
of action that can represent so much more.
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His gesture was a flash of lightning in the darkness, and such flashes help
illuminate everything else around them.
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Chapter 17
The End is Where We Start From
The end of the 2015 Blue Jays season came too soon.
I was kept on the edge of my seat (I watched that final game sitting on a circular
stool at the bar at my club, among some people I knew well and others I met for the first
time that night, so “edge of the seat” is meant literally and metaphorically) until the final
out. A soft infield groundout by Donaldson in the sixth game of the ALCS in Kansas City.
A final score of 4-3. October 23. Our season ended more with a whimper than a bang.
All through the mini-heroics of that game – the two Bautista home runs, the 45minute rain delay, Goins not getting a bunt down, a couple of painful strikeouts in the 9th
– I was convinced, absolutely positive, that the Blue Jays would win. That they would
advance to the seventh and deciding game the following night, and then go on to meet the
New York Mets in the World Series. And we’d have home field advantage because the AL
had won the All Star game: the one that Donaldson, with Don Cherry’s and our help, had
started.
After the game was over, I shook my head a few times, watched the Royals
celebrate on their home field, swore at the TV, exchanged some words of frustration and
disappointment with the people around me, and then headed back home on public transit.
On the street and in the subway, there were flecks of anger, frustration, and regret
in the air and in the conversations that I overheard.
“I can’t believe …”
“Why the hell couldn’t they advance …”
“We got a good team for next year, if we can re-sign …”
Mostly, people were doing what they always do: bunching up into small mobile
communities, smiling and laughing and talking. They were holding hands with each other
or bumping each other or just walking beside each other. They were telling each other
stories.
Baseball, like life, is a game of what-ifs.
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Life: What if I had stayed in my hometown of Vancouver and not applied to Notre
Dame, almost on a whim, which has led to all sorts of new people and new adventures?
What if I had not gone to that small dinner party 21 years ago – the one I didn’t really
want to go to because I had a cold that day – and not met the person I was going to have
my daughter with? What if my dad hadn’t died when I was still a young kid? What if …?
Baseball: What if, in the final Blue Jays game of the season, Ryan Goins had been
able to lay down a good bunt and move the runners along? What if Navarro and
Tulowitzki had not struck out in the 9th? What if Donaldson had not grounded out – had
gotten on base with a bloop single or a walk. What if Jose Bautista, who was on deck, and
who had already hit two homers in the game, had one last chance to come up to the plate
and show us some more drama, another stern-jawed growl?
But in life and in baseball, as the cliché goes, you don’t really get a do-over.
Or do you?
None of us get the small do-overs. The single act that is forever yoked to a single
conclusion. But on the larger arc, with bigger things at stake, we constantly get do-overs,
although sometimes it may take years to fully realize them.
Chris Colabello had a do-over that lasted about 10 years and that came to fruition
in 2015. Initially undrafted by any MLB team, Colabello played seven seasons for the
Worcester Tornadoes and the Nashua Pride of the independent Can-Am League. In the socalled affiliated leagues, he played for the Britain Rock Cats and the Rochester Red
Wings. Claimed off waivers in December 2014 by the Blue Jays, he finished the 2015
season with 333 ABs, a .321 batting average, and 54 RBI. His salary for 2015 was
$421,530. Compare these with some other numbers:
Mike Napoli had 407 At Bats in 2015, and had 50 RBI. Salary: $16,000,000.
Pablo Sandoval: 470 ABs, 47 RBI, and he made $20,000,000.
Dustin Pedroia: 381 ABs, 42 RBI, and $12,500,000.
Jacoby Ellsbury: 452 ABs, 33 RBI, $21,142,857.
Now I know that RBI are a slippery stat and all players rise and fall over the course
of their contracts, but I still think we got pretty good value from Colabello. Not a
youngster, he turned 32 on October 24, the day after our season was over. And he seems
like a good guy. Toward the end of the season, the final series with Boston, I went to a
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game with Harold’s son, John, and
a friend of his, and Suzanne. We
also went to batting practice before
the game. Colabello signed the
baseballs that the boys had and
then mugged for a selfie. He looks
like a big kid having some fun with
the other kids.
Marco Estrada also had a
do-over. Selected 174th overall in
the sixth round of the 2005 draft, Estrada bounced around among the Savannah Sand
Gnats, Hagerstown Suns, Potomac Nationals, Nashville Sounds, Washington Nationals
and Milwaukee Brewers, before the Blue Jays traded Adam Lind for him. Estrada started
game 5 of the ALCS on October 21 against Kansas City and led the team, staring at
elimination, to a 7-1 win. He faced the minimum number of batters through 6 2/3 innings,
the longest streak for an AL starting pitcher in a postseason game since the perfect game
pitched by Don Larsen in 1956.
(By the way, in Estrada’s draft year of 2005, Tim Lincecum was chosen 1261st, in
the 42nd round, and Buster Posey was chosen 1496th, in the 50th round. Neither player,
future stars, signed. Maybe they thought that the scouts didn’t appreciate their future
potential. And they were right: Lincecum won the NL Cy Young twice, in 2008 and 2009.
Posey was the NL Rookie of the Year in 2010.)
Even Bautista had a career-spanning do-over. I’m sure he did not imagine when he
was drafted in the 20th round in 2000 (he was the 599th player chosen that year) that he
would one day be the talk of the baseball world. I’m sure that after the 2004 season –
which saw him on five different rosters in one season, the first and only player that has
ever happened to – he did not imagine he’d be making $14,000,000 during the 2015
season and enjoying the comforts of being one of the marquee players for the hottest team
in baseball. But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe he visualized these later successes in the midst
of all those earlier struggles. Some baseball players are good at that.
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We never get the small do-over, but most of us get the big do-over, if we want it
bad enough. Even when we think our career is over (or never really started) that’s where
we can sometimes begin again. And imagine a new future.
Throughout the World Series between the Mets and the Royals, I kept thinking
about the Blue Jays. That they were still out on the diamond. Donaldson was bare-handing
grounders and firing over to first. Price, redeeming himself, was pitching charmed sliders
just out of the reach of the Mets batters. Bautista was performing his pretzel-stretches in
the outfield and then crushing inside fastballs into the ecstatic seats.
Of course I watched the five games of the World Series, from Alcides Escobar’s
inside-the-park home run on the first pitch (the last time there was a World Series insidethe-park home run was in 1929) to the called third strike on Wilmer Flores that ended the
game, the series and the season (I never like to see called third strikes, especially as the
last pitch of the season, but this one seemed to put the Mets out of their misery).
I watched with equal measures of hopeful anticipation and regretful concern at the
changes to the Blue Jays’ front office staff: from Paul Beeston to Mark Shapiro; and from
Alex Anthopoulos to Tony LaCava to Ross Atkins. I talked with some die-hard fans who
were not at all happy with these changes, but I am more optimistic. Call it a naïve sense of
delusion if you want to.
And I watched and waited for news of post-season honours, as they dribbled out
over the weeks following the end of the World Series. I was pleased to see Pillar win the
Defensive Player of the Year Award although it would have been nice to see him also win
a Gold Glove for his brilliance in centre field. (But don’t get me wrong: Kevin Kiermaier
of the Rays is a deserving winner.)
Donaldson won a slew of MLB awards, five in all, including the Player of the Year
Award, voted on by his Major League playing peers; an Esurance MLB Award for best
play, defence, for his dive into the stands on June 24 to grab a foul ball, helping to
preserve a perfect game being pitched by Marco Estrada; and of course the big one, MVP
of the AL. I know there were a lot of people who wanted Mike Trout to win again, but I
think the voters got it right.
Bryce Harper of the Washington Nationals was rightly and inevitably named the
NL MVP – which I count as an MVP for Les Expos de Montréal. Now before you come to
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the conclusion that I’m delusional and just holding on to the memory of a team that has
long vanished (the Expos, 1969 – 2004, morphed into the Nationals in 2005) note that
MLB, in its official press release announcing the 2015 MVPs, wrote that Harper was “the
first in Nationals / Montreal Expos franchise history to win MVP.”
… So that’s two MVPs for Canadian teams for the 2015 season …
(Maybe this means that my earlier words on conspiracy theories needs to be
softened or toned down a bit. Maybe not.)
And Bautista won awards as well, of course, including an Esurance MLB Award
for his home run … well, you know when and where it happened. And you know its
importance.
Bautista was also, to state the obvious, the pivotal player in the Jays winning the
Esurance MLB Award for Best Trending Topic. Again you probably can guess what the
event was. In its citation, MLB notes the Jays’ “inning for the ages,” as well as Bautista’s
“famously launched” bat flip being “quickly immortalized.”

In the late summer of 2015, some weeks after my friend Harold died, his 11-year-old son
John was on the bench after one of his AA team games, bent over and unbuckling his
catcher’s gear. A parent of a teammate called out to him: “Hey John, you’re pretty quick at
undoing those pads. Do you play hockey in the winter?” John smiled and shook his head.
The parent kept on: “But you must play a winter sport, right?”
John looked up: “Well I do play a little basketball, but really, winter is just about
getting ready for baseball season.”
I can’t wait for Opening Day 2016 and future Opening Days. As Yogi Berra once
said: “A home opener is always exciting, no matter if it’s home or on the road.”
In early April, all 30 teams begin with records of 0-0, and that means that there
will be new stories of balletic double plays, towering home runs, breathless no-hitters, and
maybe even poetic new bat flips.
At 0 wins and 0 losses, the world is full of possibility.
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Perhaps it’s the same with us. We participate in sports and play games not because
they imitate life, but because life tries to imitate them.
Or maybe life and sport imitate each other.
The new stories that come out of future seasons of baseball may not be as
memorable as Bautista’s climactic bat flip in the 7th inning of the Rangers and Blue Jays
game on October 14, 2015 – I still see his bat hovering mid-heavens among the crowds of
ecstatic fans, a dumb and lifeless piece of wood that has somehow become a thing of
charmed beauty – but who knows …
Strange and marvelous things are always happening in baseball, sometimes in a
single inning.
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And then there is the Ken Burns nine-episode baseball documentary – which is truly in a
league of its own.
This is the age of the public press conference, where we can often access the press
conference live, or online after the fact. In this book I have included various direct
quotations. I have noted, I believe, every instance of custom research, interviews, or
articles by others, across all platforms. Here is a complete list of all my sources, with a
few specific highlights:
CBC
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