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INTRODUCTION

There are lots of books about the New York Yankees.
There are books about the Yankees before Babe Ruth and
after. There are books about DiMaggio’s Yankees and
Mantle’s Yankees. There are books about the “Bronx Zoo” of
the mid 1970s and the “Core Four” of the 1990s. There are
biographies, and memoirs and a few tell-alls. There are books
that list the Yankees’ greatest players, books of Yankee trivia,
even books for Yankee haters.

There are also lots of books about what has come to be
called “sabermetrics,” the effort to analyze baseball strategy,
baseball teams and baseball players with statistical data. Bill
James likely has pride of place among the “sabermetricians”
(who, | think, I will just call analysts). Bill James did not invent
baseball analysis. As | suspect he would be quick to
acknowledge, he had plenty of predecessors and plenty of
successors. John Thorn and Pete Palmer, the authors and
editors of The Hidden Game of Baseball and Total Baseball
also deserve credit (or blame, if you are so inclined) both for
assembling an incredible data set of baseball history and
introducing ways of thinking about the massive pile of data they
assembled. The methods and measures that James and Thorn
and Palmer invented and popularized are now the standard
stuff of baseball broadcasts, most (if not all) front offices, and
more websites than | can count.

What there is not, though, is a book that thinks through the
Yankees (or, so far as | know, any other team) with analytic
principles. That’s what | do here. The New York Yankees are
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unambiguously the most successful franchise in baseball
history, probably the most successful team in the history of
American sports. They have won more league championships
and more World Series than any other team. This book is my
effort to explain what, on the field and occasionally off, made —
and makes—the Yankees successful. It is about the great
teams that won World Series and, sometimes, about the teams
that flopped. It is about the Yankees’ great players, their
underrated stars, and those players who were--or are--
overrated. | have opinions and | am not shy about stating them.
But | try to back up my opinions with evidence. If you are
looking for inside info, you won't find it here. | have nothing
against inside info and | am happy to draw from those who have
it on the pages that follow, but | have nothing new to add. If
you are looking for anecdotes or stories, you won’t find much
of that here, either. | like stories and | like anecdotes but that’s
not what I’'m (mostly) doing here. What you will find, | hope, is
clear thinking and a way of thinking about the Yankees’ history
that goes beyond simply saying that this happened and then
that happened and then we all cheered.
A Note to the Reader

Any time | open a book and see a note to the reader saying
that I'm welcome to read that book in any order | please, | get
mildly annoyed. | get annoyed first because | suffer from the
kind of infantile ant-authoritarianism | associate with fourteen-
year-olds: “| paid good money for the book—or made the effort
to find someplace | could download it for free. Of course, | can
read it in any order | please. Who are you to give me
permission | don’t need?” My second reason is almost the
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exact opposite of the first. “l paid good money for the book —
or made the effort to find someplace | could download it for free.
This isn’t a dictionary or an encyclopedia, which only someone
really compulsive would try to read from beginning to end. |
paid for your words and your judgment. It’s your obligation—
you, the author—to organize the book in an order that best tells
your story or makes your argument. If | can read the book in
any order | please, you haven’t done your job”

So, it is with some chagrin that | tell you that you can read
this book in any order you please, not that you need my
permission. | have organized the book in the way | think makes
sense. The introduction introduces. The next chapter explains
some basic ideas. After that, most of the material follows in
roughly chronological order, but not always and often the later
material not only comes later but depends on concepts or
measures I've introduced earlier. | recommend reading the
book in the order it appears. But, if you have some special
fetish about the 1933 Yankees or Gil McDougald, for example,
| promise that you will not spoil the ending by skipping
backwards or forward. There’s some narrative but not too much
and it’s a lot easier to pick up in the middle than, for example,
War and Peace or, for that matter, Game of Thrones. At the
end, the Yankees have still won 27 World Series, in whatever
order you count them.



PART I: PRELIMINARIES

CHAPTER ONE
THE NEW YORK YANKEES AND ME

I’'ve been a New York Yankees fan since the 1958 World
Series. The Yankees were down three games to one to the
Milwaukee Braves, then swept the final three games. | could
not tell you, without looking it up, who the winning pitcher was
in any of those games or who had the key hit. What | do
remember is this: When Enos Slaughter came up to bat my
father, who was not a big sports fan, wandered past the TV |
was watching. “Enos Slaughter,” he said with some surprise,
“He’s my age.” It was true. My father was 43. Slaughter was
42. | was ten. It was, | think, the first time | had realized my
father was any particular age other than generic grown up. It
was certainly the first time | realized that baseball players, like
the rest of us, start young and grow old. I've been learning from
the Yankees ever since.

When | was in junior high and the first couple of years of
high school, baseball gave me something to talk about over
cafeteria lunches. I’'m amazed by how little | remember from
those years, but | do remember that my friend Dickie was a
Cardinals fan and my friend Robbie was a Dodgers fan. My
infatuation with the Yankees faded a little in my last couple of
years of high school and my years in college. | imagined that |
had better things to do and the Yankees in those years (1965-
70) stunk. | even carried on a brief infatuation with the Mets. |
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was at the game at Shea Stadium in 1969 when the Mets
clinched their first pennant. My interest in the Yankees revived
in the early 1970’s as the Yankees themselves revived with
Thurman Munson and Roy White and, later, Ron Guidry and
Craig Nettles and Willie Randolph. | was delighted when they
won the pennant in 1976 and ecstatic when they won the World
Series in 1977.

In 1978 | moved from New York city to Western
Massachusetts. My now wife had been offered—and
accepted—a job at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst.
| spent a lot of time hemming and hawing about whether | would
go with her—it seems borderline insane in retrospect—before
packing up and leaving the city. It was, for me, a horrible year.
| was in graduate school, pretending to work on my
dissertation, its own special kind of hell. | was isolated. | knew
nobody. We were living in a housing development in a type of
countryside that seemed completely alien to me. (I remember
spending a fair amount of time driving around late at night
looking for the all-night diners and fruit stands | had frequented
in New York. It took me years to realize that there weren’t any
because there wasn’t much reason to stay up late.) And,
insofar as | did see anyone, they were all Red Sox fans. The
Yankees got me through the year. 1978 was the year the
Yankees trailed the Red Sox by 14 games in mid-July then won
52 of their next 73 to finish the season in a tie with Boston.
They won the pennant on Bucky Dent’s famous home run over
the Green Monster in Fenway Park.

| spent much of the next twenty years splitting time
between Western Massachusetts and New York. | taught for a
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few years at Columbia and for a decade at Stony Brook on
Long Island before moving to Western Massachusetts full time
in 1997. | think the Yankees may have become all the more
important to me precisely because | was notin New York. They
were my way to claim that, wherever | might be living, | was,
underneath it all, a New Yorker. I've found a few other Yankee
fans here, also transplanted New Yorkers (thank you Greg),
and just like middle school it has given us something to bond
over.

There was a lot | did not know when | became a Yankee
fan in 1958. | did not know that they had been the dominant
team in baseball for nearly four decades. | did not learn about
that until the next year when the Yankees’ brief fall to last place
in late May inspired a spate of newspaper articles about their
glorious history. | obviously did not know that the Yankees
would win an additional 16 American League Championships
over the next half century. | also did not know that Enos
Slaughter was, in all likelihood, a diehard racist, who had tried
to organize a boycott when the Dodgers signed Jackie
Robinson and then spiked Robinson at his first opportunity.
(Slaughter denied all this. The evidence seems to be pretty
strong that it’s true.) | also didn’t know that the Yankees had
been one of the last teams to promote a Black player to the
major leagues. | didn’t know that George Weiss, who was
running the Yankees, was a skinflint or that another George
would come along who was just as bad. (I should be fair:
Steinbrenner was clearly difficult to work for, but he also had
moments of great generosity and did restore the Yankees to
glory.) | did not know that Lou Gehrig was a mensch or that
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Derek Jeter and Aaron Judge would carry on his tradition. | did
not know that Joe DiMaggio had been aloof and unfriendly or
that Mickey Mantle had probably been too friendly. | did not
know that the Yankees would, over the years, employ their fair
share of wife abusers, petty thieves, and borderline sociopaths
as well as “many fine people.” All of this matters, but not to
how | feel about the Yankees. Rooting for a team is a lot like
loving your kid. You’re happier—at least | am—when your kid
does well and does good. If the kid does not do well and does
not do good, you’re unhappy and you worry—but you love her
nonetheless. (Let me stipulate that my daughter, who is an
excellent young woman, has never cost me a minute of
concern, at least not recently.) A long time ago, the
philosopher William James wrote about the “moral equivalent
of war’—something that would bring out the virtues of loyalty,
the sense of belonging to a group bigger than oneself, without
the awful costs of war. For many of us, that’s sports. For me,
it’s the Yankees.

| am a Yankee fan, but | am also a particular type of
Yankee fan. When | lived in New York | probably went to a
couple of games a year. These days I'm lucky if | get it together
once a year to take the drive down to Yankee Stadium. XM
Radio and ESPN and the MLB network have made it much
easier to follow games even from Western Massachusetts. In
retirement, | have time at least to check in on most games. But
| will admit | rarely sit down and watch a game without also
cooking dinner or answering email or even surfing the internet.
There are few pleasures equal to sitting in the stands at Yankee
Stadium on a beautiful spring or summer day. But that has as
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much to do with the weather as the game. On TV? If 'm really
paying attention, | would much rather watch basketball or
football. Tryingto keep track of what’s going on in a basketball
game or football game is hard, even with full attention. In
basketball, there are ten players in almost constant motion,
moving with the ball and without, switching on defense, battling
for position. In football, there are 22 players, also all in motion
at the same time. Baseball isn’t just slower—although it is
that—but also much more linear. The pitcher throws, the batter
swings, the fielder fields. Yeah, | know there’s more than that,
but baseball is much more about individual actions taken in
sequence than is the case for any other team sport | can think
of. Have you ever thought about how much action there is in
baseball? In an average game these days, there are about 74
plate appearances for the two teams combined. Roughly 23 or
24 of those appearances are walks or strikeouts. Say 50 balls
are in play over the course of an entire game. And how long
does a play take? Well, | just timed an Anthony Rizzo triple
that scored Aaron Judge from first base, about as exciting a
play and about as long a play as you’re likely to see in a game.
From the time Rizzo swung his bat until he pulled up at third
was the grand total of about 10 seconds. Multiply that, very
generously, by 50 balls in play and you still only have about 8
minutes of action over the course of a game that typically drags
on for three hours or more. And it’s not just that baseball is
linear and slow, it also isn’t very visual. Yes, the controlled fury
of Mickey Mantle’s swing was great to see and | have just spent
a season suspending all other activity whenever Aaron Judge
came to bat. A long running catch in the outfield is exciting to
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watch. So is a well-turned double play. But compare any of
those plays to a Michael Jordan jump shot or a Magic Johnson
pass or Ja Morant on an impossibly acrobatic drive. Compare
any of the baseball plays to a twisting run by Barry Sanders or
a long pass from Matt Stafford to Cooper Kupp. Maybe you
don’t agree with me. That’s okay but | think the data back me
up. By just about any measure the National Football League
outdraws MLB on television. The data on baseball and
basketball are more complicated. It seems as if nationally
televised basketball games draw better than nationally
televised baseball, but regional baseball draws better than
regional basketball. That suggests to me that people watch
baseball because they’re rooting for a particular team while
people watch basketball because they like the game itself.
What | find surprising about this is not that baseball or
basketball outdraws the other. What | find astonishing is that
it’s even close (especially without considering the enormous
market for college basketball and the growing market for
women’s basketball). Thirty years ago, it was not. Although
TV ratings for both baseball and basketball have fluctuated
over the last twenty years, they have much more clearly
dropped for baseball. Only about one third as many people
now watch the World Series as did in the 1980s.

Baseball, in my not particularly humble opinion, is a lousy
television sport. But the very things that make baseball a lousy
television sport make it very good for some other media—for
radio, for newspapers, for internet websites, for books, both
fiction and fact, and, not least, for statistical analysis. Much as
| like basketball on TV, | cannot listen to it on the radio. Even
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the staccato pace of radio announcers can’t keep up with the
even faster pace of a good basketball game. They cannot keep
up with everything that’s happening. They cannot make me
see the picks, the cuts, or the screens let alone the athleticism.
In contrast, the languid pace of baseball is perfectly suited to
radio. An announcer has all the time he or she needs to
describe the action and still have plenty of time to wax nostalgic
about old teams and players, to talk about the players and their
backstories, to speculate about strategy. If anyone is as old
as | am and remembers the rambling style of Phil Rizzuto (the
Yankee announcer for 40 years)—talking about the game only
as it interrupted wandering monologues about his plans for
dinner or his delivery of birthday wishes —try to imagine him as
a basketball announcer. It just doesn’t work. | also have
trouble reading about basketball or football in the newspaper
or, these days, on internet websites. There are too many
scores or too many plays to keep in my head. | can’t see how
the defense is set. | can’'t see the strength or the speed.
Baseball, though, is linear in the same way a newspaper article
is linear. | don’t miss seeing things going on simultaneously in
baseball, the sort of thing the written word has trouble
conveying, because there aren’t many in baseball. A baseball
game has a few key moments—a couple of scores, a threat
that doesn’t materialize, a dramatic fielding play. Those key
moments lend themselves perfectly to a newspaper (or
website) summary. That article can describe just about
everything | care about (especially if there’s also a box score)
without my feeling I've missed out on a lot.
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For reasons that are less clear to me, baseball also lends
itself to books. Basketball has its share of good movies (White
Men Can’t Jump, Hoop Dreams, to mention two) as does
football (I’'m partial to North Dallas Forty). So does baseball
(Bull Durham and Eight Men Out, among many others). But |
can’t think of a any great novels about basketball or football.
Baseball has Bernard Malamud’s The Natural and W. P.
Kinsella’s Shoeless Joe (the basis for the movie, Field of
Dreams) and Phillip Roth’s Great American Novel and Robert
Coover’s Universal Baseball Association. Baseball also has
more than its share of good non-fiction writing. There are few
basketball or football equivalents to Roger Angell’s New Yorker
essays or Pulitzer Prize-winning David Halberstam’s Summer
of 49 or Michael Lewis’ Moneyball.

Most of all, baseball is good for statistics. Here, too, it
helps that baseball is linear. A single fan, sitting in the stands
with a scorecard and pencil, can keep track of every play—
every hit, every walk, every fielding play, every run scored and
every run driven in. Baseball is also, by its very character,
particularly well-suited for a kind of dual entry bookkeeping
which has a certain beauty for those of us born with the soul of
an accountant. Every hit is also a hit given up. Every run
scored is also a run allowed. By statistics, | do not mean just
the fancy calculations that have become commonplace on
websites like Baseball Prospectus as well as the new-fangled
analytics departments of major league teams. | also mean
simple counts and simple averages. Baseball has more than
its share of sacred numbers—Babe Ruth’s 60 home runs in
1927, Joe DiMaggio’s 56 game hitting streak, Roger Maris’s 61



12

in ’61, Aaron Judge’s 62 in 2022 or a team record of 125 wins
in 1998. These are all counts. There are also simple averages
that resonate deeply--a .300 or a .400 batting average, a .500
on base average. | am sure | am not the only boy who learned
long division by dividing hits by at bats. More, | think, than any
other sport baseball tells its story in numbers.

A long time ago, | had a copy of Hy Turkin’s Baseball
Encyclopedia. My guess is that someone gave me a copy for
my Bar Mitzvah. That would have made it 1961. | didn’t know
it at the time but the Baseball Encyclopedia, the first of its kind,
had originally been published in 1951. The copy | had must
have been the third or fourth edition. By current standards, it
was pretty primitive. It did have a list—a register—of every
player who had appeared in the major leagues since 1876 but
all it said about each player was date and place of birth, with a
list of years played for which team and at what position. For
each batter, it listed games played and batting average. For
each pitcher, it listed games played and won-lost record. That
was it: No home run totals or runs batted in, no earned run
average or games saved let alone any of the complicated
calculations like OPS (On Base plus Slugging Average) or
Wins Above Replacement (WAR) that have become pretty
much standard in recent years. But that was more than
enough—especially as it was accompanied by a brief history of
the game, annual standings, a review of each World Series
(with line scores for every game), a list of Hall of Famers, and
a section on seasonal and career records. And it just kept
getting better. In 1969, MacMillan published its own Baseball
Encyclopedia, a monumental book in many senses. It took a
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staff of 21 three and a half years to do the research. It cost
$25, a huge sum for a book in 1969. It was over 2000 pages.
And it included not just batting average but also runs and runs
batted in, doubles triples and home runs, bases and balls and
slugging average, for every major league player, ever, plus an
equivalent list for every pitcher, ever. In 1989, the Macmillan
Encyclopedia was succeeded, in turn, by Pete Palmer and
John Thorne’s Total Baseball, a book of equal heft and greater
accuracy, that was also the first encyclopedia to include what
we now think of as “sabermetric” statistics.

| still have my copy of Total Baseball, but | rarely look at it
anymore because there is now the internet. | do not know the
full history, nor anything close, of baseball internet sites. Over
the years | have pored over more than | can remember. | do
know that there is Baseball Prospectus, which | thought was
terrific before they started charging more for access than | was
willing to pay, and Fangraphs (famgraphs.com) which | still
think is terrific. Most of all, though, there is Baseball Reference
(baseball-reference.com). Baseball Reference contains a
range and depth of information | could not have imagined —that
possibly nobody could have imagined—when | opened my first
baseball encyclopedia sixty years ago. It includes all the
“counting stats” from the old encyclopedias (home runs and
doubles and caught stealing and pitchers’ strike outs and home
runs allowed). It also includes “sabermetric” statistics that
nobody had thought up yet—Wins Above Replacement and
Win Probability Added and Wins Above Average and Clutch,
all of which | try to make sense of just a little later. It includes
these statistics for individual players and for teams. It allows
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you to compile lists of mosts and leasts, to sort and search for
even the most arcane combinations. (What Yankee, for
example, hit the most triples in a season while getting caught
stealing more than ten times? The answer, | just learned with
a couple of clicks, is Snuffy Stirnweiss with 22 triples and 17
caught stealing in 1945. Lou Gehrig is second with 17 triples
and 14 caught stealing in 1930. | would not have guessed that.)
What are the most strike outs in a season by a Yankee pitcher
older than 30 and shorter than 6°’? (Whitey Ford, 209, in 1961.
| would not have guessed that either.) And that’'s only
scratching the surface. | can find a box score for every game
the Yankees have ever played and a play-by-play record for
most games. How did the Yankees do the day | was born?
Well, they won a double header against the St. Louis Browns,
the first game 4-3 on a walk off single by Bobby Brown with one
out and the second game 3-0 behind a three-hit shutout by Vic
Raschi, who raised his record to 7-1. Bobby Brown, the hero
of the first game and later President of the American League,
batted leadoff and went two for four to raise his batting average
to .355. Attendance was 56,101 and the Yankees ended the
day three games behind Cleveland. You really can look it up.
There is now much more information than anybody could
possibly absorb in a lifetime. The issue, it seems to me, is no
longer how we can get more information (although that will
surely happen as Major League Baseball begins to trace the
“spin rate” of every pitch thrown and the “exit velocity” of every
batted ball). Rather, the issue, it seems to me, is making sense
of the information we already have. This book is my effort to
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do just that, not as a baseball fan in general but as a Yankee
fan in particular.
Analytics

Like just about everyone else who has tried to think
analytically about baseball for the last forty years, | have
followed the path set by Bill James. Bill James was not, is not
and, so far as | know, has never claimed to be a particularly
sophisticated statistician. For fancy statistics, for averages
carried out to a few extra decimal points, for the massive data
management that characterizes some of the best websites,
even for particularly accurate calculations, you are better off
looking elsewhere. If James was breaking a path, others, (like
Palmer and Thorn in Total Baseball and The Hidden Game of
Baseball and all of Baseball-Reference) have paved that path
with huge piles of data, all carefully measured. Still, what Bill
James knew better than anyone else was both how to ask
interesting questions and that you could actually answer those
questions with solid evidence.

| first saw a Bill James Baseball Abstract in 1981, while
James was still self-publishing. An old friend of mine—Robbie,
the Dodger fan—had ordered a copy through the mail direct
from the author. The next year, Ballantine Books bought the
rights and made the next several editions easily available in just
about every Waldenbooks and Borders Books, long before
Amazon put both chains out of business. The Abstracts were
a revelation. |long ago loaned my copies of the old Abstracts
to another friend who never returned them--you know who you
are—so I’m working from memory. Here are some of the things
| do remember. Reggie Jackson had a reputation as a big
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game player. Was it true? Well, James had an elegant
solution. Look at the games where the attendance was above
50,000 or so. Did Reggie actually do better in those games
than other games? The answer was no. Whitey Herzog, the
Cardinals manager, had said something to the effect that his
great shortstop, Ozzie Smith, saved a run a game. “Really?”
James asked. If that’s true, where was the evidence? As it
turns out, Smith was making about 5 %2 plays a game when the
average shortstop was making about 5. That’s very good but
there’s no way it translates to a run a game. Is the sacrifice
bunt a good play? Well, no. Except in very unusual situations,
giving up an out isn’t worth advancing a runner. And that’s
even before you consider that sacrifice hits don’t always work.
And on and on it went.

The early Abstracts were jammed with insights about
teams, players, and strategies. | hope to have done some of
the same for the Yankees in the pages that follow. For now,
though, | want to step back from the trees and look at the forest.
| think the early analytics—Palmer and Thorn and many
predecessors as well as James-- had three really fundamental
insights that, once acknowledged, now seem so obvious that
it’s hard to imagine we hadn’t had them all along.

The first insight seems so obvious that it seems odd
anybody even had to state it. This was that the team that
scores more runs and gives up fewer runs wins more often than
the team the scores fewer runs and gives up more. At the level
of a single game, that’s about as obvious as it gets: A win is a
game in which you score more runs than the other team. ltis,
however, less obvious at the level of a season. Conventional
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wisdom held—and may still hold—that great teams win close
games. James showed that that isn’t exactly true. Great teams
and even just good teams actually win a smaller percentage of
one run games than of blow outs. In fact, there is a very
predictable relationship between the runs a team scores, the
runs it gives up and their won/lost percentage. James even
invented a basic formula for this. In a tribute to High School
geometry, he called it the Pythagorean theorem which it
vaguely resembles. Winning percentage equals runs squared
divided by the sum of runs scored squared and runs given up
squared(W/L%=R2/(R2+OR2)). (If you did not remember—I
did not and had to look it up—the original Pythagorean
Theorem states that in a right triangle the square of the
hypotenuse equals the sum of the squares of the other two
sides.). James’ formula has held up pretty well. Most analysts
now raise runs and opponent’s runs to the power of 1.83 rather
than squaring them but that is not exactly abandoning the basic
principle. There is also a corollary of sorts to James’
“Pythagorean theorem.” If the point is to score more runs than
the other team, then players who help you score and help keep
the other team from scoring are helping your team win. That
seems pretty obvious, too, but it brings me to the second
insight.

The second fundamental insight of the early analytics was
that you could disaggregate team results into individual
contributions. This needs some explanation. We did know, all
along, that a home run is more valuable than a single. We did
not know, though, how much more valuable. We knew that
stealing a base helped the offense but that a caught stealing
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hurt. We did not know what the break-even point was—what
likelihood of success there had to be for a stolen base attempt
to be worth the risk of getting caught. Despite all the Little
League coaches yelling, “a walk’s as good as a hit” with the
bases loaded, we did not know how to think about bases on
balls. (They were generally much undervalued.) You cannot
figure out the answer to any of those questions by looking at
individual players. You can see how many runs a player scored
or how many runs he drove in, but both runs scored and runs
driven in depend on what the batters did before or after. You
can assign values to different events—say one to a single, two
to a double, three to a triple, four to a home run as is the case
in figuring Slugging Average (total bases divided by at bats).
But those weights are, while not arbitrary, imprecise. You can,
however, answer all of these questions at a team level. If you
look at two teams and they are exactly alike except that one
team gets more walks than the other, how much does scoring
go up? Of course, you aren’t going to find a lot of teams that
are exactly alike in every respect but one. You can, however,
do statistical manipulations to see how much runs scored goes
up when you look at one type of event (say a home run) but
“hold constant” or control for other values (hits, walks, stolen
bases and so on). This is what is known as regression
analysis. It allows you to write an equation that takes the
general form of assigning different weight to different events
(singles, doubles and so on) based on their actual contribution
to runs scored. And here’s the key: If we know, from team
data, what an event (an out, a walk, a home run) is worth, then
we can assign those same weights to an individual. That’s wh