Ask Baseball America

By James Bailey 

If you have a question, send it to askba@baseballamerica.com. Please include your name and hometown. 

October 26, 2000 

I have to clarify something about the minor league free agent question discussed on Tuesday. Most players actually need more than six years to achieve free agency. 

Dodgers scouting director Matt Slater explains the rule like this: "The name six-year free agent comes from six renewable years on his contract, thus a total of seven years in the minor leagues." 

So six years after a minor league player's first season ends, he's eligible for free agency, assuming he hasn't been added to the 40-man roster, etc. That means the players who have become minor league free agents for the first-time this year are those who began playing in 1994. We touched on that when we posted the list, highlighting the draft class of '94, but didn't specifically state the rule. Hope that clears it up for everyone. 

Now for a followup on major league free agency. 

If a team signs more than one Type A or Type B free agent, how is it determined which team receives which draft choice as compensation? If the Braves sign both Mike Hampton and Alex Rodriguez, which team is awarded the first-round pick? 

Bob Wagner 

Alameda, Calif. 

When a team signs more than one Type A or Type B free agent, their higher pick will go to the team that lost the higher-ranked player. While the rankings compare players to others at their position, each player is given an overall number, which can be stacked up against any other player at any position. 

Last year, for example, the Mariners signed three Type A free agents. They lost their first-round pick to the Mets for John Olerud (87.143 ranking), their second-rounder to the Rangers for Aaron Sele (86.240) and their third-rounder to the Orioles for Arthur Rhodes (65.564). 

All players are factored in to the ranking system, not just the free agents. Last year, Dodgers righthander Kevin Brown was the No. 1 player in the ranking system, with a 98.232 score (on a 100 scale). He was followed by Albert Belle (96.533), Pedro Martinez (96.512), Bernie Williams (96.267) and Randy Johnson (96.212). I'm going to bet that Pedro moves into the top spot this year. I guess we'll find out in about a week or so. 

I'm going to guess that Rodriguez is going to grade out higher than Hampton, so under the proposed scenario, the Mariners would get the Braves' first-round pick and the Mets would get their second-rounder. Of course, I still think the Mariners are going to keep A-Rod, so you Braves, Mets and other fans out there who keep eyeing him so lustily--leave him alone. He ain't going anywhere, I hope. I'm not the only hopeful Mariners fan around, either. Some folks with too much time on their hands have put together a Website and CD trying to convince the shortstop to stick around. The site is called stay-rod.com, in case you want to check it out for yourself. 

I have a question regarding the Peoria Javelinas roster. On the daily stats on your Website there is a player listed as "Washington, Enricquo." However, if you follow the links from your site to the rosters (updated October 3) there is no mention of him on the roster. Is this Rico Washington of the Pirates? I seem to remember that the Bucs were going to include him in the AFL but then they made some last-minute changes and I thought that he got pulled. If this is Rico, what are his chances of making the majors? I know he was rated as a pretty good prospect last year but he struggled at Double-A this year. 

James Patrick 

Fort Lauderdale 
Rico Washington's full name is actually "Enrico." That's the same player. He went 2-for-3 with three RBIs in a 4-1 win over Grand Canyon yesterday, by the way, and is now hitting .438 in 16 at-bats for Peoria. 

Washington didn't hit at Altoona the way he had in the lower minors, but I wouldn't say his year was so disappointing. He still put up a solid walk-strikeout ratio and the rest of his numbers were respectable across the board. If I were the Pirates, I'd send him back to Altoona to start the 2001 season and let him get hot there before moving him up. He's still on track, and given that most of the talent in the Pirates system is at the lower levels, he's one of the top talents within striking distance of Pittsburgh. 

Earlier this fall Baseball America suggested this year's Team USA could be considered the best ever. Everyone knows about Mark Teixeira and even a few weeks ago you answered a question about Team USA's Ryan Howard. My question is, how does Jake Gautreau grade out? after all he received the team's best hitter award, which is a great accomplishment especially playing with guys like Xavier Nady, Patrick Boyd and Teixeira. But as I went to his team's Website I noticed he is not that tall. Where do you see him playing as far as pro ball is concerned? 

Jay Burgess 

Strawberry, Ariz. 

Now pinch-hitting, John Manuel, whose success rate in the role far exceeds that of anyone on the Mets bench at the moment. 

Gautreau, one of the top college power hitters to watch for in 2001, is a short corner infielder, 5-foot-11, which doesn't profile well for a first baseman. His footwork is a little rough at third base, but he has the hands and glove for it, and enough arm for third. He also looks to have the power to hit there, tying for the Team USA lead this summer while playing with a wood bat, hitting .348-4-20 in 92 at-bats. That's pretty consistent with what he did in the Cape Cod League in '99, when he hit .286-2-20 in 84 at-bats. BA's friend on the Cape, the late great John Claffey, wrote of Gautreau: "Watch this kid. He can hit." He's going to have to hit to overcome his perceived defensive and tools shortcomings, but if he gets stronger and hits for power, he'll get his chance. 

October 24, 2000 

I received a couple of interesting followups on the subject of steroids after Thursday's column. One came from a minor leaguer who requested he not be identified. Here's what he had to say: 

I wonder why the union is against steroid testing. I know they try to protect the players but it's a joke. If, say, only 25 percent of the guys in the majors use steroids, then does that not seem to be a problem for the other 75 percent who could be losing money and service time to those who have the benefits of using illegal substances? Obviously the number of users is higher, most probably during the offseason, but all of us players know who the users or those who have used are. As Chad Curtis said, let's take a vote in the union and then we'll see. But it is not fair to those who are not cheating to continue to allow this to go on. 

Another reader suggested that the union won't be spurred to do anything to protect its players from the harm of steroids until it's too late. Does baseball need a Lyle Alzado to put a human face on the problem? Perhaps it does, because the wink-and-nod policy of today isn't helping anyone, yet no one seems concerned enough about the issue to force change. 

I'd love to see a poll of major league union members as to their opinion on testing. But the union isn't likely to let that occur. 

Anyway, let's move on to today's questions. 

I have a question about the minor league players who qualify for free agency. Sometimes referred to as "six-year minor league free agents," the column [included with the list of free agents] indicates some do not have six years of service. Further, many players with six years of service are not listed. What are the rules regarding minor league free agency? I thought I understood them but apparently I do not. 

Gary W. Listen 

Oklahoma City 

After six years with an organization, a minor leaguer who is not on the 40-man roster is eligible for minor league free agency. (If a player is on the 40-man, this doesn't apply.) 

There are different rules for players who get released from their first organization before playing six years. When they sign with their new team, that team can choose to sign them for however many years they have left before they serve out their sixth season. 

For example, a player gets released by the Expos after his second season. He then signs with the Astros, who have the option to lock him up for one, two, three or four years. If they aren't too sure about him and just want to see what he can do, they will likely sign him for one year. This is pretty common. After that he becomes a minor league free agent and if the team likes him they'll probably re-sign him. 

I know BA has already reported on several occasions that there has been no movement on the Cubs-Scott Boras-Bobby Hill Bermuda Triangle of stubbornness, but I was wondering if you had any thoughts on a rumor I've heard. Several people, though not citing any sources, have indicated that Hill and the Cubs are actually very close on a deal, but given this late juncture are holding off on making any announcements or signing anything to try to buy some wiggle room on the 40-man roster. 

Admittedly, my knowledge on roster rules ranks somewhere between the specifics of the balk rule and free-agent compensation, but as I understand it, the deal would probably be a major league deal akin to that given to Xavier Nady. However, if I'm not mistaken, the Rule 5 draft happens sometime in December, right? I've heard that the Cubs and Boras will hold off on making the deal official until after the Rule 5 draft, buying themselves another spot on the 40-man roster, then adding Hill and safely keeping whoever would benefit from Hill's late signing. 

Is this plausible? If so, is this something that's only a bit unethical, or would it be something the commissioner's office would slam them on? If I have the scenario right, it certainly seems to be a smart move, given the current timetable, Hill's advanced development, etc., it would seem that there's little to gain from signing the deal now versus waiting a couple months. 

Shannon Jaronik 

Chicago 

Actually, that all makes a lot of sense. Cubs farm director Jim Hendry has stated he's confident the Cubs will sign Hill. Perhaps it's just a matter of time until it all becomes official. 

I wouldn't even paint it as unethical. It's certainly not unprecedented. Teams often do the same thing with major league free agents, agreeing to terms but not announcing the signing until after the Rule 5 draft in mid-December. If the commissioner's office were going to get upset about this, it's had plenty of chances already. 

I would not be surprised at all to see the Cubs announce the signing of Hill in the weeks before Christmas. And hallelujah when they do end the sorry saga of his two-year holdout. 

Although the Cardinals are not all that deep in position players throughout their minor league system, they are deep in starting pitching. Which brings me to righthander Jim Journell, the Cardinals' fourth-round pick in 1999. I had heard that he would have been a lock for a top spot if it had not been for him having Tommy John surgery just days before the draft. I had also heard that he is similar to Kris Benson with his velocity and control. My question to you is whether he will be a starter or a closer for the Cards. He was pitching out of the pen this year and had an ERA of under 2.00. The Cards could use a good power pitcher as a closer, but I would love to see this kid as a starter. What do you think? 

Chadwick 

St. Louis 

Journell was an outstanding closer in college and I haven't heard any plans to move him to the rotation. Often teams move a reliever to the rotation in the minors to get him more innings, but the Cardinals don’t generally do that. They have had a lot of pitchers rack up a lot of saves in the minors. Of course, most of them haven't done much if anything in the big leagues. 

Journell is a sidearmer and this would seem to be a bigger advantage for a reliever. Most sidearmers in the game are relievers, and the good ones have a tremendous advantage of coming into a game and giving batters a completely different look. Unlike most sidearmers, however, Journell throws in the mid-90s when healthy. I think he's got a chance to become an outstanding reliever for the Cardinals, and if I were them I would keep him in the pen. 

There is this guy, Carlos Valderrama, who played for Class A Bakersfield in the Giants organization this summer. He hit .315 with 21 doubles and 13 home runs and stole 54 bases. What's so impressive is his mix of power and speed. He hits for a good average, hit a decent amount of homers, and displays great speed. Is this guy considered a top prospect? Do you think he'll make the jump to Triple-A and then make the Giants in 2002? 

Jeff Lynott 

San Francisco 

Valderrama did have something of a breakout year this year, posting career bests in every category. Coming into the 2000 season he was a .270 hitter with five home runs and 77 RBIs in five pro seasons, including two in the Dominican Summer League. 

At 22 he wasn't particularly old for the California League, though he was overshadowed there by other players and didn't find a spot either on the league's all-star team or our Top 20 Prospects list. The Giants aren't especially deep in outfielders, so Valderrama is one of their best prospects at that position by default. 

Chris Magruder, who was ranked as the Giants' No. 5 prospect last winter, hit .282 with four homers and 18 stolen bases while repeating Double-A this year. Teammate Doug Clark, the No. 6 prospect in the system, hit .272 with 10 homers and 75 RBIs and saw a promising walk-strikeout ratio in 1999 move in the wrong direction in 2000. They were the only outfielders ranked among the top 15 prospects in the system last winter, so there's not much standing in Valderrama's way. 

I don't see him jumping to Triple-A, considering it has taken him six years to get through Class A. He'll probably start 2001 at Double-A Shreveport and it will be a big season for him. 

Incidentally, Valderrama is off to a solid start for Occidente in the Venezuelan League, with three home runs to rank second in the league after a week of action. 

October 19, 2000 

I was surfing the Atlanta Journal-Constitution site yesterday and found a poll they were running. The question was "Will you watch a Subway Series?" Apparently it won't go over big in Atlanta, as 68 percent of respondents voted "No." There was no indication of how many times John Rocker voted. 

I have to admit I'm not that excited about it, either. Maybe I'm just disappointed because my Mariners didn't make it. So close, but yet so far. Now they face a difficult offseason, which will be a painful one if Alex Rodriguez leaves as a free agent. At least there's some hope for the black hole in left field, with the news that Ichiro Suzuki will play in the major leagues next season. I'll be surprised if he signs with anyone other than the Mariners. 

Should I be excited about that? I think so, but not everyone agrees . . . 

Once again there is speculation that Ichiro Suzuki is coming to the major leagues. My question is, why is a player whose performance is routinely matched by foreign Four-A players getting so much attention? 

Take this year as an example. His OPS was .999. In Japan, Sherman Obando's was 1.052, Frank Bolick's was 1.000, Nigel Wilson's was .972, and Roberto Petagine's was 1.045. If Frank Bolick were looking to sign with a major league team this year, would teams be clambering to bid millions for his services? Also, why do I keep reading that the pitching in Japan is comparable to the pitching in the major leagues? Given their performance in the Olympics and considering that Nate Minchey, Melvin Bunch and Darrell May were among the best pitchers in the Japanese leagues this year, this seems ridiculous. 

As a related question, why are Cuban players so overrated? It should now be clear that "superstars" like Orestes Kindelan and Omar Linares have permanently had their baseball growths stunted by not being allowed to play against the best available competition. They never will surpass the level of play of the Ernie Youngs and Craig Paquettes of the baseball world. Pitchers seem to be able to develop more fully without facing the best available competition, but when I read on this site that Jose Contreras would command Kevin Brown type of money, I have to laugh. No matter how many times the Cuban national team loses to minor leaguers, it seems we still must hear how great they all are. 

Mike Sullivan 

Bridgewater, N.J. 

There are a few issues in this e-mail; some of them are valid. The problem is, you can't dismiss individuals based on a generalization of the ability of their entire league (or race). 

I don't think it's a slam dunk that Ichiro will come to the United State and be a superstar. His game is not really the power game that exists in the big leagues today. But when a guy wins seven batting titles in a row and is widely regarded as the best player in the entire country of Japan, I think he's worth taking a shot on. 

It's true that there have been several players who haven't broken through here than have gone to Japan and posted tremendous numbers. But that doesn't invalidate what the top Japanese players are doing over there. That goes for pitching as well. I wouldn't go as far as saying the pitching in Japan is comparable to that in the United States. There are some pitchers, however, who have come here and been quite successful. Hideo Nomo and Kazuhiro Sasaki, for example. So there are definitely major league-caliber pitchers there. 

As for the Cubans, I agree major league teams seem to be hypnotized by the word "Cuban." They have showed a willingness to overpay in certain situations, and a lot of that may be based on the mystique of Cuban baseball. I'm not going to argue that Jose Contreras should get Kevin Brown money, but it's possible he would if he defected. (Then again, should Kevin Brown be getting Kevin Brown money?) 

Orestes Kindelan is on the downside of his career. That doesn't negate what he accomplished in his prime. In the 1996 Olympics, at the age of 31, Kindelan hit .442 with nine home runs and 18 RBIs in 43 at-bats. Omar Linares, then 28, hit .476 with eight home runs and 16 RBIs in 42 at-bats. In an average game they each hit a homer and drove in two runs. Do you want more than that? To say they will never surpass the level of play of the Ernie Youngs and Craig Paquettes of the baseball world is a complete joke. They did. And they sustained that level of play for years. Linares could step in and start at third base for a number of major league teams if he defected this winter. 

When Castro leaves power and Cuban players are once again free to play in the U.S. without having to defect, I have no doubt we will see an influx of talent. All you have to do is look back through the history of the game, at Cubans such as Minnie Minoso, Tony Oliva, Camilo Pascual, Tony Perez and Luis Tiant. There’s already talent trickling here from Cuba one defection at a time. When the doors open, they’ll be joined by a number of others. 

I am writing to you not to ask you a question but really more of a response to recent news that I have come upon that over 30 percent of major league baseball players use anabolic steroids. This obviously explains the offensive explosion that has occurred within the past few years. This is upsetting news to me because now it seems that all these records that are being shattered don't mean anything because they are most likely being broken by players who are on steroids. 

As a high school baseball player I hope to someday play in the major leagues and it is not going to be easier for me or for any other not player not taking steroids to compete against guys who do. I hope that you can address this issue and hopefully help in trying to get the MLB players union to test their players and band this substance. Thank you for your time. 

Frank Nunez 

Ridgefield, N.J. 

It's almost hard to remember what baseball was like before the offensive explosion took place, but the reality is, it wasn't that long ago. In 1990, the American League as a whole had a .388 slugging percentage and teams averaged 128 home runs. This season those numbers were .443 and 192. To put the difference into some context, in 1980, the AL average was .399 and 132. Maybe things were down a little in 1990, but they're sure as heck up now. I, for one, don't like it. 

There are a lot of explanations tossed around for the offensive explosion in the game, and I think there are numerous contributing factors: the pitching, ball-strike calls, smaller parks, different style of hitting, the balls, expansion. There are half a dozen more. But I'm starting to suspect the biggest reason is the popularity of steroids. 

In 1990, 12 major leaguers hit 30 or more home runs. This season, 46 did. That's nearly four times as many 30-homer guys in the big leagues in nine years. Even when you adjust for the addition of four new teams, the home run inflation is rampant. 

I don't think the pitching has gotten that much worse in that time span. Heck, a lot of the guys pitching now were around back then. Some of them are even better these days than they were in '91. 

But the hitting has changed. I'm not saying that every guy who hit over 30 home runs has steroids raging through his body. But I'll bet you at least a few of them do. There have been numbers thrown around recently by players, trainers and others in the game accusing a third or more of the hitters in baseball of using steroids. If you want to learn more about steroid use in baseball, check out an article I found on the Denver Post Website while looking for information on the topic. It goes into a lot more depth and is a worthwhile read. 

I wish the union weren't so against testing for steroids, because it's not healthy for the game and in the long run it's not healthy for the players. I'd love to see a ban on steroids that was enforced by testing. My prediction would be a sudden decrease in offensive numbers across the board. 

There also would be a legitimacy to the home runs that were hit. It's hard to get that excited about all of the home runs now, knowing that many of them are tainted in a way. 

I can't see a downside to getting steroids out of baseball. 

I realize that Rafael Furcal has won Baseball America’s Rookie of the Year award, but is he a better choice long-term? In this day and age of the longball, I can't see how a leadoff hitter with speed and no power is better than a pure hitter who can hit for both power and average. Is it right to assume that Furcal's steals and defense are better to have than Burrell's power and average? 

Kevin O'Toole 

Norton, Mass. 

Just to make it clear, our Rookie of the Year award is based on what the players did in 2000, not what they'll do down the road. 

As for Furcal vs. Burrell long-term, what does your team need? If you're looking for a middle infielder who can play outstanding defense, get on base and run like crazy, then Furcal is better. If you need a middle-of-the-order hitter who can play left field or first base, Burrell's a better choice. Neither can do the other's job, though, so there's obviously a place for both of them in the game, perhaps even a spot for both on the all-star team. 

Touching on the previous question, if there were no steroids in major league baseball right now, a player like Furcal would be even more valuable than he is today. 

I'm not implying that Burrell is one of the steroid users. He too would be more valuable if steroids were eliminated, as would all power hitters who continued to produce without the assistance of illegal substances. But suddenly the little guys who flash some leather and make things happen on the bases would find a new appreciation in a game with less emphasis on the home run. 

October 17, 2000 

Let's start off today with a couple of comments about Mike Hampton, since he's sort of the hero of the day. 

How many folks saw this coming when he walked nine Cubs in a 5-3 loss in Japan on "Opening Day"? I have to confess I didn't. I didn't figure he'd walk nine batters a game all year, but I really expected he'd drop off from what he was with the Astros in 1999. But other than his win-loss record, there's not a lot of difference in his numbers from last year. 

My other thought on Hampton revolves around how he'd look in Yankee Stadium tonight—pitching for the Mariners. Long after Eric Anthony washed out of the Kingdome, the infamous Hampton deal continues to make Mariner fans seethe on the inside. Not that the Mariners didn't have enough pitching this year, but it would have been nice to see Hampton in that rotation. 

Anyway, let's move on to another playoff participant who didn't have quite the strong finish that Hampton enjoyed. 

What do you think about Rick Ankiel's control problems? Is it possible that he is injured? What other reason could have led to his wild control? 

Ken Bumbaco 

Virginia Beach, Va. 

If you told me two weeks ago that the Cardinals would be happy that Ankiel walked two and threw two wild pitches in two-thirds of an inning, I'm certain I wouldn't have believed you. But that's the spin they're putting on Monday night's outing, and it just goes to show how awful his previous two games were. Altogether in four postseason innings, he threw nine wild pitches. He had just 12 in the entire regular season. 

There have been no reports of any physical ailment in Ankiel's case, so that leaves only the mental side as a possible root. Considering Ankiel's past success and the confidence and determination that have gotten him where he is, he's one of the last guys I'd expect to be hit with something like this. He said he believed the wildness was caused by him not finishing his pitches properly, and he didn't have the same problem with his curveball because he was finishing those off. But detecting a symptom and curing a disease are two different things. 

The name people throw around in a case of sudden wildness like this is Steve Blass. And no one really saw it coming in his case, either. He went from an all-star to a wildman overnight. In 1972 Blass made the National League all-star team, going 19-8 with a 2.49 ERA and 84 walks in 249 2/3 innings. The next season he went 3-9, 9.85 with 84 walks—and 27 strikeouts—in 88 2/3 innings. He pitched just one more game, in 1974, and his career was over. That's a guy who entered the '73 season with a 100-67 record in eight big league campaigns. 

I have a feeling the Rick Ankiel we'll see next spring is the same one who showed up all year for the Cardinals during the regular season this year. But you can't be sure until we get there. 

What was the first year that baseball was played in the Olympics? 

Lorin Slade 

Manchester, Mass. 

The modern incarnation of baseball in the Olympics began in 1984 in Los Angeles, when it was a demonstration sport. Baseball became a medal sport in 1992 in Barcelona. 

But baseball's history in the Games dates back a lot further than that. In our 1996 Olympic Preview, we went into some detail on the history of baseball in the Olympics. Here's what we had in our Olympic Timeline then: 

1912 (Stockholm, Sweden)—The United States beats Vesteras of Sweden 13-3 in the first Olympic baseball exhibition. 

1936 (Berlin)—A crowd of 125,000 watches a night game between two U.S. teams. Carson Thompson throws four innings of no-hit relief to lead the World Amateurs past the USA Olympics 6-5. 

1940 (Tokyo)—Baseball is scheduled to be an Olympic sport, but World War II forces cancellation of the games. Baseball is dropped from the Olympic Games. 

1952 (Helsinki, Finland)—A group of U.S. players from the Olympic Village, coached by the manager of the U.S. soccer team and using borrowed equipment, wins a practice game against Venezuela 14-6. The United States then scores seven runs in the first inning en route to a 19-1 victory over Finland's top team in an official demonstration game before 4,000 fans. 

1956 (Melbourne, Australia)—Sergeant Vance Sutton's grand slam keys an 11-5 victory for a team of U.S. military personnel stationed in the Far East over an Australian team. The beginning of the game, played at the stadium used for track and field competition later that day, is witnessed by just a few thousand fans. Early-arriving track fans reportedly swell the crowd to nearly 100,000 by the end of the game. 

1964 (Tokyo)—University of Southern California coach Rod Dedeaux guides the best-organized U.S. team at that point in Olympic history to a 6-2 win over Japan. Team USA, which featured future major leaguers such as Chuck Dobson, Mike Epstein, Ken Suarez and Gary Sutherland, toured Japan and played Far East all-star teams before the Olympics. 

So as you can see, the history of the game in the Olympics dates back nearly 90 years. But baseball as it's currently organized is a relative newcomer to the Games. 

In mid-September, the Mariners sent a team of 22 farmhands from Everett and the Arizona League to play some games in Japan and China. For some reason there has been no coverage of this tour in the local papers. I even asked the Mariners about it on their Website and received no answer. Do you have any idea how this tour went? 

Joe Hamilton 

Shoreline, Wash. 

Mariners farmhands went 3-2 against teams from Japan and China. They were scheduled to play six games, but the first contest in Japan was rained out. That left only one game in Japan, against a farm team of the Orix Blue Wave in Kobe. The Mariners won that game 7-4. Third baseman Miguel Villilo, the No. 2 prospect in the Rookie-level Arizona League, went 3-for-4 with a homer and two RBIs to lead the attack. First baseman Brian Hertel pitched in with three RBIs of his own. Lefthander Steve Kent struck out five and allowed only one hit in three innings of relief work. 

The Seattle farmhands split four games in China against a team from Beijing, losing 10-5 in the first game, then sweeping a doubleheader 4-3 and 4-2 before dropping the last game 1-0. The Mariners don’t have box scores handy for the games in China, so they had no individual highlights to report. 

I saw in your Fall/Winter Baseball News that there is a tentative opening date of Nov. 29th in Australia. What are the plans and is this going to be an alternative to the California Fall League? 

Chris Cameron 

Plantation, Fla. 

The International Baseball League Australia is not a replacement for the California Fall League. It's just a newer version of the league that's operated in Australia for years. The league has undergone a lot of change in the last two winters and it seems like it's still evolving heading into this season. 

For information on the league, I went to the IBLA Website, and this is what they had to say: 

International Baseball League close to reality 

A truly International Baseball League hosted by Australia is closer to reality as the IBLA gets set for season 2000/2001. 

Plans are well and truly underway for the IBLA to host at least three International and the Australian national team in its inaugural International tournament. 

Capitalising on the level of interest generated by the Olympic games and the indication by International teams to send their players to Australia, fans can look forward to the beginning of a first class competition. 

With final preparations predicted to be complete shortly, the IBLA welcomes you to keep an eye on this space for schedule, venue and team announcements. 

Well and truly, indeed. What I take from that explanation is that they still don't know the exact composition of the league, though they're only six weeks away from opening the season. It sounds like it will be completely different in structure from past years, when some Americans went over to play on rosters that were stocked mostly by Aussies. But my advice for anyone interested in the league is to keep checking the IBLA Website, because eventually they're bound to know more than they've revealed thus far. 

October 12, 2000 

We already have begun to see several questions on the free-agent compensation system, and even though we addressed this last year, here it is once more for those who may have come aboard since then. And we'll also add it to FAQ page, because this question definitely falls into the category of frequently asked. 

Can you explain how the free-agent process works? Some free agent losses result in two picks (one from the team and one supplemental), while other free agent losses result in different compensation. 

Steve Opperman 

Sheridan, Colo. 

Every offseason, the Elias Sports Bureau compiles rankings of all major league players, based on the previous two year's stats. The players are ranked by position, so first basemen aren’t compared to second basemen, etc. The players are then broken down into Type A, Type B and Type C (and the rest). 

Type A players are players rated in the top 30 percent of all players at their position. Type B players are players rated in the 31-50 percent bracket at their position. Type C players are players rated in the 51-60 percent bracket at their position. Because the players are only compared to others at their position, some players might be a Type B but seem to be not as good as some Type C players, etc., but that’s how the system works. 

When a team loses a free agent who is ranked in one of the three categories, they receive compensation as follows (if and only if they offered that player arbitration before he signed with his new team): 

· Type A. Team losing player gets signing team’s first-round pick as well as a supplemental first-round pick. If the signing team is picking in the first half of the first round, they lose their second-rounder instead of their first-rounder. 

· Type B. Team losing player gets signing team’s first-round pick. If the signing team is picking in the first half of the first round, they lose their second-rounder instead of their first-rounder. 

· Type C. Team losing player gets a supplemental pick after the second round. 

If a team doesn't offer arbitration to their free agent, they get nothing when he signs with another team. This brings up the next question of why don't the teams always offer arbitration? The answer is, they often are afraid the player will accept it. It's a gamble some teams aren't willing to take, even if it seems likely the player is heading out of town. 

No Lance Berkman on the Top 20 rookies? I don't get it. 

Lee DeOrio 

Roslyn, Penn. 

There was some confusion on Berkman's eligibility this year. We included him in our preseason list, overlooking that he had too much service time in 1999, even though he had just 93 at-bats. 

I inferred from that, incorrectly, that he was eligible and that we used the same standard for our Rookie of the Year as we did for our Top 10 lists: Any players with fewer than 130 at-bats or 50 innings, regardless of service time, is eligible. I actually discussed this regarding Berkman a couple of months ago. But when we sat down to discuss our rookie list, I was informed that we used the same rules for our Rookie of the Year award as the major leagues, except for the fact that we only give one award, not one for each league. 

So the bottom line is Berkman wasn't eligible, or he would have factored in very high on the list. 

I know you guys are sick of defending your Top 20 lists, but Nate Rolison's a friend of mine and I'm curious why he didn't make the Pacific Coast League Top 20. He was selected as the PCL's rookie of the year, an honor I understand is linked more to performance than potential. In your Best Tools survey, he was selected as having the most power in the league. His walk-to-strikeout ratio is decent and improving every year, and he hit for a good average. All this on a 6-foot-6, 240-pound frame. What have you heard as to why he didn't make the Top 20 cut? 

Frank Nagurney 

Hattiesburg, Miss. 

Rolison, 23, hit a career-best .330 this season at Calgary, with 37 doubles and 23 home runs. He also drew 70 walks and 117 strikeouts, which is a solid ratio for a power hitter. He was certainly discussed when the PCL list was compiled, and in fact just missed the cut. Here's what Jim Callis, who wrote the PCL Top 20, had to say about Rolison: 

"Rolison just missed making the list and would have been somewhere between 21-23 if we had gone deeper. His best tool is his lefthanded power, as he's a line-drive hitter who can lift balls out of the park. He has started to pull more pitches, though he's still more of a doubles hitter than a homer guy. Twenty-three homers in the PCL isn't a lot for a first baseman, and a big league first baseman needs to hit 30 or more these days, or he's giving his team below-average production. He also draws a lot of walks despite striking out in bunches. 

"The negatives on Rolison are that he doesn't handle balls up in the strike zone and he struggles against lefthanders, who get him to chase pitches. Reviews of his defense are mixed, though defense isn't going to make up much of a first baseman's value. One manager likened him to Mark Johnson (the one with the Mets) with a better idea of hitting. Johnson is a career .234 hitter with 31 homers in 819 at-bats, so that's not a comparison that flatters Rolison." 

October 10, 2000 

It's real early to speculate on the 2001 draft. We've seen a lot of questions about how the first five picks stack up, where certain players might go, etc. I'm reluctant to even bother answering those, because it's unlikely any projection now is going to prove accurate. We're still 3-5 months from the opening of the college and high school seasons, and plenty of top talents are going to emerge before next June. 

But people have worn me down with Mark Teixeira questions, so I'm finally giving in and taking a shot at them. 

First, a spelling lesson for you: T-E-I-X-E-I-R-A. 

I've seen the name spelled a dozen different ways, and of course there can only be one correct way. Just remember, "I before E, except in Teixeira." 

I was wondering if you think that the Twins will take Mark Teixeira with the first pick in next year's draft even though it will probably take a major league contract and a decent bonus to sign him. Or will they go for an economical choice? And should they take Teixeira, how soon would it take him to make an impact with Minnesota? 

Jay Rankin 

Burnsville, Minn. 

I personally don't think the Twins are going to go for Teixeira, Georgia Tech’s star third baseman. Consider the success they had in getting Adam Johnson, the No. 2 pick in this year's draft, to agree to a deal ahead of time after they couldn’t get the consensus top talent, Matt Harrington, to do the same the night before the draft. Also consider that they lost Aaron Heilman (supplemental first round) and Taggert Bozied (second round). I think that, and a small-market mentality all adds up to the Twins doing their darnedest to come to terms with someone before draft day next year. 

As the team with the No. 1 pick, they've got the ability to basically let a player pick them. Sure it's technically illegal, but predraft deals were prevalent this year, and I wouldn't expect that to change. 

Though Johnson had an outstanding debut, he was regarded at the time of the draft as a fallback pick. A guy who would be a solid pick and sign quickly, though he might not be the best player available. The Twins shied away from Xavier Nady, who was basically the 2000 version of Teixeira (though maybe a notch down on the talent scale), not once, but three times. They made three selections before Nady went to the Padres with the 49th pick. 

Now you could argue that they figured they had to pay out four early-round bonuses (they had an additional second-rounder courtesy of the Orioles signing Mike Trombley), and couldn't shoot the wad on one guy. But in the end, they only paid out two of those, with Johnson getting $2.5 million and righthander J.D. Durbin, the 54th overall pick, getting $722,500. 

Their previous M.O. doesn't lead you to believe this is a team that's about to break the bank to sign Teixeira, whether he's the consensus top choice or not. Since the Travis Lee debacle in 1996 (maybe the Twins just knew he wasn't going to turn out), Minnesota has signed its first pick in each of the last four years. I don't think they'll risk that streak by taking Teixeira. 

That leaves him for the Cubs, who have drafted as high as No. 3 in two of the past three drafts and now will be picking second. Both times they opted for a high school player (Corey Patterson in '98, Luis Montanez this year), though the consensus top college player was still available. You certainly can't fault them for that, as the moves have turned out well. Patterson is one of the top prospects in the game and Montanez was the No. 1 prospect in the Rookie-level Arizona League in his debut this season. But, consider that J.D. Drew and Nady/Joe Borchard were available, and you see that the Cubs seem to lean toward the high school talent when they have a shot at a top player. 

Unlike the Twins, their motivation hasn't been money, as they gave Patterson the largest bonus in the '98 draft at $3.7 million. (The Phillies gave Pat Burrell more in signing him to a major league deal, but just $3.15 million was bonus money.) Montanez got $2.75 million, which was one of the top bonuses of this year's class. If there’s a high school player who distinguishes himself as a top-quality pick, I think the Cubs might lean that way, given their recent history. But if not, I think they will step up to the plate and go for Teixeira. They also have a crying need at third base that has existed since Ron Santo left. 

It's early to speculate on the draft, because a lot can change, but for three of the last four years, the player projected as the top college talent before the season was drafted in the top three picks (Drew No. 2 in '97, Burrell No. 1 in '98 and Eric Munson No. 3 in '99). This year's draft scrambled all of that with Nady going 49th. But I think it's a safe bet that Teixeira will be a very early pick. 

Of course, it's not clear whether he'll actually be the No. 1 player listed on our college Top 100 when that comes out at the end of the month. He does have some competition for that spot, chiefly from Southern California righthander Mark Prior. I won't go into more on that because I don't know more about the list. And even if I could learn more, I wouldn't want to spoil it. 

By the way, if the Cubs hadn't been able to sign Patterson in '98, he might be the one we'd be speculating on right now instead of Teixeira. And he'd be playing at Georgia Tech. Imagine Teixeira not even being the best player on his own team. That would be a heck of a squad. 

Offensively, how do you compare Mark Teixeira to Troy Glaus and Pat Burrell? Do you think he will be as big of a success as Glaus? Do you think Burrell will break out like Glaus next year? Which of the three do you think will be the most productive professional batsman over the next 10 years? 

Michael Marinaro 

Burrell posted numbers this year similar to what Glaus did last year in his first full season. Actually, Burrell's numbers, other than his strikeouts, were better than Glaus' '99 stats. Burrell posted a .359 on-base percentage and .463 slugging for a .822 OPS (on-base plus slugging). Glaus had a .331 on-base and a .450 slugging for a .781 OPS last year. 

So, if Burrell had a better first full year (I know, he had just 408 at-bats, but that's pretty full), can you project a better--or even as good--second year? I don't think you can, because I don't think you could have projected what Glaus did. In one year he jumped his OPS from .781 to 1.008. 

Glaus had a great season this year, and I think he surprised a lot of people. For as much attention as Darin Erstad got this year, you could make an argument--a good one--that he was only the second-best hitter on his team. Their on-base percentages were nearly identical, but Glaus outslugged Erstad by more than 60 points. 

I do think Burrell will improve a lot next season, but it's hard to project anyone boosting their OPS by 227 points in one season. Not that it's unprecedented. It's just hard to forecast. And I do think he'll catch Glaus, but it might take him a couple of years to get there. 

I see Teixeira making better contact than Burrell and Glaus, but it's hard to project him matching Glaus' power production, when the guy just broke the major league record for homers by a third baseman. But I think Teixeira could have as much actual power. He always has hit well with wood bats in the summer, so his power should translate to the pro game, like Burrell's and Glaus' did. 

Teixeira's advantage over the other two is that he's a switch-hitter. Burrell and Glaus are both righty swingers. 

If you are asking about the next 10 years, I'll go with Burrell, Glaus and Teixeira in that order, mainly because Teixeira probably doesn't have his first full big league season until 2003. If you want to rank the first 10 years of their big league careers, I might go with Teixeira, because I think he could hit for the best average of the three. Of course, there's not really a bum in that group and I'd be happy to have any of the three on my roster if I were a big league GM. 

It looks like Abraham Nunez, the Marlins outfielder obtained from the Diamondbacks in the Matt Mantei trade, has gone from one of the top outfield prospects in baseball to not even being mentioned in a top 20 list. I know he couldn't play in the field this year because of an arm injury, but is the injury so bad he won't recover full arm strength? As I recall, he was quite young to be playing Double-A ball this year and I don't understand how a subpar year at that age could so dramatically affect his status as a prospect. 

Walt Root 

Dana Point, Calif. 

You have to remember that the managers only rank players based on what they see, not what a player has done before. If a player can't play the field, he doesn't get the opportunity to show off an important facet of his game. Nunez didn't get that shot this year. I don't believe his injury is supposed to affect him long-term, but if he didn't have any chance to show off half of his game, a manager can't even have a basis for projection on his defensive abilities. Then throw in that he didn't really light it up with the bat, and it's hard for Nunez to draw a lot of support from league managers in a ranking like that. 

It doesn't necessarily indicate that he's no longer a highly regarded prospect, only that he didn't have the opportunity to show that this season. 

October 5, 2000 

As you might expect, we see a lot of questions repeated here and in the general e-mails that are sent in by readers. We've taken a bunch of them and worked them into a Frequently Asked Questions page. I have to give a lot of the credit for this to Will Kimmey, who was our intern over the summer. He compiled the bulk of the questions. 

We'll be updating the FAQ page from time to time to include other questions, but for now we tried to cover the topics that we've seen repeatedly since we launched Baseball America Online last year. If you have a general question, you might check that page before writing us, because the answer could be right there for you. I hope everyone finds that page helpful. 

Now for some questions that aren't on the FAQ page, here's today's column ... 

I was looking over the Arizona Fall League Rosters and I was wondering when Darnell McDonald was moved to the Phillies? Was he a throw-in in another deal? Actually, I can't remember a Phillies/Orioles deadline deal, or why there would be one. I can't help but think this has got to be a better career move for McDonald considering the rate that Baltimore develops ... nevermind. Any light you could shed on the matter would be appreciated. 

J.B. 

Scottsdale, Ariz. 

We were perplexed by this as well. The information for the rosters came from majorleaguebaseball.com, the official site of the AFL. And they list McDonald as being on the roster as a Phillie. A phone call to the Phillies, however, cleared the matter up. 

McDonald is still an Orioles farmhand. The Phillies had an opening after outfielder Josue Perez was injured and they didn't have anyone they wanted to send to Arizona to fill it. So, another team had an opportunity to send an extra player, and the Orioles sent McDonald to play for Maryvale, even though the rest of their players in the AFL are on the Mesa roster. 

In your Top 20 Prospects list for the Appalachian League, you noted that league managers weren't impressed by Sean Boyd, the Cards' top pick and the 13th overall this year. 

This seems to be a pattern in the past two drafts for the Cards. The guys getting the million-dollar bonuses—Chance Caple, Nick Stocks, Chris Duncan and now Boyd—don't seem to have true first-round skills. (Blake Williams, drafted later in the first round this year, might be an exception; he had a 1.59 ERA in six starts for New Jersey.) 

The Cardinals seem to have had strong overall drafts the past two years. But what's the problem with these bonus babies? 

Lou Schuler 

It's really hard to label a high school kid as a disappointment just a few months after they've been drafted, and I wouldn't do that in Boyd's case. The managers I talked with were not impressed by his defense in center field, where he moved last spring after having trouble in the infield in high school. He's also got some adjustments to make at the plate, which is not unusual at all for a player in his first season. He was probably overdrafted, but all players progress at different rates and until a kid has an opportunity to attend instructional league and spring training and play a full season, it's premature to write him off. 

Duncan's had enough time to raise questions about him as a premium pick. After hitting .214 with six homers at Rookie-level Johnson City in 1999, he hit .256-8-57 at low Class A Peoria this year. He did cut down on his strikeout rate, fanning 111 times in 450 at-bats after striking out 62 times in 201 at-bats last year. 

At 6-foot-5, 210 pounds, he was billed as a power hitter when he was drafted, but that hasn't come through yet. Some people feel his swing is too long and that's the root of his problems. A supplemental first-rounder last year, he actually received a $900,000 bonus, so he's not technically in the million-dollar bonus club. At this point you have to wonder if it was money well spent, but he's still just 19 and I'm sure the Cardinals will be patient with him. 

I'm not ready to throw Caple and Stocks in the disappointment category, though it's true neither made his league's Top 20. Caple went 7-9, 4.39 in 22 starts at high Class A Potomac this year, striking out 97 and walking 34 in 125 innings. Stocks spent the year at low Class A Peoria, going 10-10, 3.78 in 150 innings. He allowed just 133 hits and 52 walks and struck out 118. 

Those aren't dominating numbers for either guy, but they're not bad, either. The Cardinals have said they were impressed by Stocks' makeup as well. 

Jim Callis wrote a column this spring about expectations for first-round picks and the reality of what first-rounders become. He concluded that one in six first-rounders becomes an all-star caliber player, while one in three of them never make it to the big leagues at all. I have a feeling the Cardinals will be right about average for their first-round haul of 1999-2000 when we look back on things a few years down the road. 

I have a situational question. Runners on first and second with less than two out. The ball is hit to the shortstop and the runner on second is intentionally hit to prevent the double play. Is he successful? 

Jason Cress 

He is successful in angering his own manager. The rule book states: "If the umpire declares the hindrance intentional, the following penalty shall apply: With less than two out, the umpire shall declare both the runner and batter out. With two out, the umpire shall declare the batter out." 

October 3, 2000 

The season is over, and I have a confession to make to all the Red Sox fans out there: We were wrong. 

We set off quite a maelstrom in Red Sox Nation this spring when we released our major and minor league talent rankings. Some Sox fans were quite upset that we had stacked Boston up as the seventh best team in terms of major league talent. They wrote me and told me so themselves. And now I'd like to apologize. We blew it. 

We really thought the Sox would make the playoffs. We didn't realize there were 10 teams out there that would finish with better records. Sorry about that. We'll try to be more accurate next year. 

Look at the bright side. At least you don't have to wait so long until the Duke picks in next year's draft. Speaking of which, let's take a look at the 2001 draft order. 

Could you shed some light on the tiebreaker methodology used to determine a team's draft position when teams share final won-loss records? For example, this year, the Cubs and Phillies tied for the worst record in the major leagues. Who will have the first pick in the upcoming amateur draft? (As a lifelong Cubs fan, I find myself once again grasping the straws of hope from the rubble of a collapsed season.) 

David Sweet 

New Haven, Conn. 

The Cubs are the winners in the losers' bracket. They will pick ahead of the Phillies, because they were worse in 1999. When two teams in a league finish with the same record, the team that picked earlier the previous season picks earlier again. I guess the logic is they must really need the help more than the other team. I think it should be the other way around to balance things out a little. But it's yet another thing MLB didn't consult with me on. 

Still, the Cubs won't pick first overall, even though they tied for the worst record in the game. The selections alternate from league to league, with the American League going first in odd-numbered years and teams drafting in reverse order of their 2000 finish. This year the Marlins, an NL team, picked first. 

1. Twins 16. Marlins 

2. Cubs 17. Red Sox 

3. Devil Rays 18. Rockies 

4. Phillies 19. Yankees 

5. Rangers 20. Reds 

6. Expos 21. Indians 

7. Orioles 22. Diamondbacks 

8. Pirates 23. Mariners 

9. Royals 24. Dodgers 

10. Astros 25. Athletics 

11. Tigers 26. Mets 

12. Brewers 27. White Sox 

13. Angels 28. Cardinals 

14. Padres 29. Braves 

15. Blue Jays 30. Giants 

The order in the second half of the first round (picks 16-30) could change after teams sign free agents in the offseason and have to give up draft picks as compensation. Free-agent signings also could create supplemental picks after the first and second rounds and compensation picks in the second and third rounds. 

Now that the "affiliate shuffle" is pretty much over, who signed with the Visalia Oaks? I understand that the A's organization was trying to keep their affiliation in Visalia because they can field two competitive teams in the Cal League and keep most of their minor league affiliates (Sacramento, Modesto and Visalia) in California. 

Ben Almojela 

Stockton, Calif. 

Oakland wound up keeping both of its California League teams, which is what it preferred. So they are still in Visalia and Modesto. This was made possible by the Astros signing up with two low Class A teams, Lexington and Michigan. The realignment was only done to allow the teams that wanted one team at each Class A level to have one. But if there are teams that prefer two at one level and none at the other, that's their choice. It doesn't make a lot of sense to me, but to each his own. 

How can you guys not place Lew Ford on your Minor League All-Star Team? The guy led all of minor league baseball with 122 runs scored, was only caught stealing twice in 58 attempts and was in the top of the league in all hitting categories not including homers. 

The knock on Lew seems to be his age, which I find very misleading. Lew wasn't even planning on playing college baseball, instead choosing to go to Texas A&M to get a degree in computer engineering. He stayed there two years and then decided to try out for the team just for fun. He made the team but was stuck behind Chad Allen of the Twins and Jason Tyner of the Mets. 

Anyway, he ended up playing for four different colleges over the next three years. 

The difference between Lew and these young pups is that he is a 24 year-old that will make the Twins 40-man roster next year. What is the difference in that and an 23-year-old like Trot Nixon who took 6 years to make it to the bigs? 

Lew Ford will be the starting center fielder for the Twins before the end of next year. 

Ben Jeffery 

I've said in this space before that I like Ford's chances. It's apparent that he doesn't have the typical background of your average 24-year-old ballplayer, but he's got some tools, chiefly speed. I was a little surprised myself that he didn't show up on at least our low Class A all-star team. He hit .315 with 35 doubles, 11 triples and nine home runs in addition to leading the minors with 122 runs as mentioned above. 

The three outfielders that were chosen for that team were Marlon Byrd (Piedmont), Josh Hamilton (Charleston, S.C.) and Austin Kearns (Dayton). To be honest, the guy I'd have left out in favor of Ford would be Hamilton. He hit .301-13-61 and those numbers would have been better had he not missed the last month of the season. But Ford had a better year in that league. 

The reason he was left off was that he's five years older than Hamilton, and in most cases with our all-star teams and awards, the tie goes to the better prospect. But if I'd had a vote on the team, I'd have gone with Ford, because I don't think they were really tied. That's just me and obviously I'm in the minority on our staff. 

That said, I, for one, see a big difference between Ford and Nixon (hmmm . . . politics on the mind). Nixon is actually 26 now and he spent only five seasons in the minor leagues, not six as mentioned above. When he was 24 he was repeating Triple-A—and a lot of people were probably starting to wonder what was taking the guy so long to get to the big leagues. 

As to Ford being the starting center fielder in Minnesota before the end of next year, well, let me just say that that would be a heck of a jump and leave it at that. 

September 28, 2000 

Well, the Top 20 Prospect lists have begun and I hope everyone is enjoying them. We've seen a couple of questions from readers, and we'll start off today with one of those. 

I would like to say first that I have in the past been a subscriber to your publication, and even now buy the occasional copy off the newsstand. I visit your Website almost daily, and enjoy your coverage and analysis. However, I have a major issue with your Gulf Coast League rankings. 

Where is Scott Heard? I find it almost impossible to fathom that he was not in the top three, much less the Top 20! You ranked him among the top 10 draft prospects not less than three months ago, and since then all he has done is prove he is even better than advertised. He hit .351, better than several players on the list, and every scouting report I have ever read say he has awesome skills defensively. The other player you guessed was in the running for the top pick in the draft, Gonzalez, was outmatched in almost every hitting category by Heard, not to mention the fact that Heard is a top defensive prospect at a premium position. 

I understand that you rely upon manager evaluations when making you list, but that still is no excuse. If you are going to call them prospects, they should be rated by scouting. If you are going to rely on managers, they should be called "Managers' Choice Prospects," or something to that effect. If Heard had been rated in the top 10, I may not have agreed, but at least I would respect your judgement. As it is, Heard obviously belongs in the top 10 (more like top five), and all I can attribute his not being included to is an oversight by your staff, an overemphasis on manager opinions, or just plain apathy in performance. 

I am very disappointed, and will from now on rely on other sources for information on my favorite Ranger farmhands. You have lost an intelligent and loyal reader, and there is no excuse you can give to make up for Heard's exclusion. It's just poor work on your part, and I'm sorry for that, for I know as well as you that I'm not the only one who thinks so. 

D.T. Mitt 

Dallas 

Wow, come on up for air any time. 

The puzzling thing is that you've really answered your own question. Why didn't Scott Heard rank very high? Well, as we plainly spell out—and you say you understand—the lists are done in conjunction with the managers, and in the case of Heard, none of the managers in the Gulf Coast League were very excited about his future. 

Allan Simpson, the editor and founder of Baseball America, handled the GCL list himself and was somewhat surprised at the reports he got on Heard. But the fact of the matter is, Heard was most definitely asked about. There was no oversight, the managers simply didn't feel he'd hit. You can't deny that he did hit .351 in his debut season, but as I've said before in this space, I'm not going to get too excited over a lofty or a disappointing batting average when it comes in a small sample. And 111 at-bats to me qualifies as a small sample. 

Heard had a nice season, but that doesn't prove he can hit major league pitching any more than Rocco Baldelli's .216 average this summer at Rookie-level Princeton proves he can't. You've got to be able to look beyond the numbers, especially when you're talking about Rookie ball and focus on a hitter's swing, tools and approach. And the managers that saw Heard apparently didn't feel he had what it takes to continue to post numbers as he climbs the ladder. 

Maybe they're wrong. But if we're presenting the Top 10 (20) lists as having done them in conjunction with the managers, we can't very well ignore what they say and write whatever we want about a player, can we? We try instead to objectively sift through what the managers have said and put together the lists. We've never once tried to disguise the fact that managers are not scouts and may have a different viewpoint. Our organization Top 10 lists are done from more of a scouting standpoint, with input directly from the teams, and if you prefer that, you can weight those more heavily when you read them. But most of the managers in minor league ball have been around the game a long time and know what they're talking about enough that I'll respect what they have to say. 

We've been doing the league lists since 1983 and have a pretty solid track record. We're not going to pretend that the lists always prove completely accurate over time, but we've got a better record than anyone else out there. Many of the prospect reports, magazines and Websites out there borrow from us, some heavily (and blatantly). If you want to seek out alternative sources for your prospect fill, that's your prerogative. Just keep in mind that many of the others base their lists heavily off of statistics while we actually take the time to talk to people in the game. 

I notice the shortstop position on Team USA had one hit in 28 at-bats. Adam Everett was 1-for-23 and Gookie Dawkins was 0-for-5. Are these guys really top major league prospects when they are taking the collar against the likes of South Africa, Italy and the Netherlands? 

Also Dawkins (No. 21 on the preseason Top 100) could not get the start over Everett (No. 76). It seems Dawkins was used a pinch-runner and defensive replacement for Everett. Does this say more about Dawkins' offense than Everett's defense? 

What do these Olympics tell us about these guys? 

BTW, you had the best Olympic baseball coverage by far. 

Keith Howard 

Melbourne Beach, FL 

I'd say the Olympics tell you about what the minor league season told us about both Dawkins and Everett. They are both defense-first players who may never hit a lot in the big leagues. That doesn't make for much of a platoon. 

Though they didn't hit, the outstanding defense they brought to the table may have actually been more important in the Olympic setting than it might be in the minor leagues or even majors. Most of the games were low scoring, placing a premium on defense. You could argue with an outstanding hitter at short, there'd be more runs to work with, but Alex Rodriguez wasn't made available to Team USA, so they made do with what they had. 

Dawkins surprised a lot of people by hitting .364 at Double-A Chattanooga last year and starring in the Pan Am Games. Apparently, that was the offensive spark people were waiting to see, because he's got a lot of other tools and if he could hit he'd be a fine big league shortstop. But his .364 average came in just 129 at-bats, and it's possible some people got a false read on just where he was offensively. 

This season, back at Chattanooga, Dawkins managed to hit just .231 with six homers in 368 at-bats. That's a definite step backward and I'd guess his true hitting ability lies somewhere in between, closer to the .231 than the .364. 

Everett showed a little more with the bat and at a higher level this year, hitting .245 but drawing 75 walks at Triple-A New Orleans. He too may have gotten peoples hopes up a little with a strong finish in 1999, as he hit all of his 10 homers in the second half of last season at Double-A Everett. 

Given the state of the Astros offense, if Everett can hit .250-.260, they can carry his bat to get his glove in the lineup. The Reds may not be able to afford that luxury with Dawkins, but they could be close. And with a double-play combo of Dawkins and Pokey Reese, they might not need much offense. 

September 26, 2000 

The Olympic script so far couldn't have been written much better for Team USA. The Cuba-U.S. rematch in the gold-medal game is just what everyone had to be hoping for after the loss to the Cubans in the round-robin. That would be a great game to watch live, if only that were an option. 

Apparently, they've been showing plenty of live coverage in Canada. Some folks have been staying up nights to watch the events as they happen. I think there are a lot of people here who would have enjoyed that option. 

We will have something live for you from Sydney this evening, though. John Manuel will be fielding questions on the Olympics at 6 p.m. ET tonight. I encourage you to check it out and see what he has to say about the games. He's been doing a tremendous job of covering the tournament for us from Sydney and I'm sure he'll have a lot of great information for everyone in the chat. 

But before we get to that, we've got a few questions to field right here. We'll start off with an event that was seriously overshadowed by the Olympics this year, as if it didn't have enough trouble finding a spotlight somewhere. 

Why would the officials place the 2001 Triple-A World Series back in Las Vegas? The attendance has been poor, it doesn't allow team fans to attend games and who goes to baseball games in Las Vegas? Another poor decision by people who probably don't attend many games on their own. 

Thanks, 

Marylou 

It does seem a little odd to me that the resolution they came up with was to shorten the series, but keep it in Las Vegas. I don't think it was the number of games that was causing the small crowds, but rather the venue. 

It's been argued that if the TAWS people want to make their event as big as some other events like the College World Series (Omaha), Little League World Series (Williamsport, Pa.) or even the Connie Mack World Series (Farmington, N.M.) it needs to be the big event in town. That's simply not possible in Las Vegas. I actually question whether it's possible anywhere. I don't think it is. 

There has been a long history of apathy for the playoffs in the minor leagues. Memphis defied that by attracting 14,555 for a game in the Pacific Coast League finals. But for the most part, postseason crowds are sparse. There are several reasons why minor league playoffs don't typically draw well. For one, the kids have gone back to school, ending the family night out at the ballpark for many families. It's also difficult, if not impossible, to lure groups to playoff games, because they can't be planned for far in advance like a regular season game. That also hurts sales of individual tickets. 

Regardless of the reason, minor league baseball is unique in that it's about the only sport around where people care less about the playoffs than they do about the regular season. It's just not important that minor league teams win, at least not to a lot of people. Some season-ticket holders and die-hards will disagree, but they are the exception. And as long as there aren't many exceptions, you're not going to have many folks who are both willing and able to drop everything on a few days' notice and head for Vegas to support their team, no matter if it's for five days during the week or three games over the weekend. 

I can understand on one hand the logic of placing the games in a neutral site: You know months ahead of time when they will be played and you can sell the tickets and TV rights accordingly. But as long as you don't know who will be playing, it's tough to pre-sell tickets to fans who live farther away than, say, Carson City. And I think that's the case whether they keep the series in Las Vegas or move it to somewhere that it would be the main attraction. It would probably help if it were moved to a city with a little less going on, but for me, the best solution would be just letting the teams involved host it. 

Now you're back to the question of whether you can draw for a playoff game, but I think the Triple-A World Series is capable of breaking that long-standing trend if it's billed right. There's a lot to be said for civic pride and most cities would probably make a pretty concerted effort to fill their ballpark for 2-3 games on national television. Face it, there are a lot of fans who'd be more likely to go to a game if they knew they just might get a few seconds of air time on ESPN2. 

If they could show some TV shots of a packed house for a TAWS game, I think that could go a long way toward establishing legitimacy for the event. It's hard to pretend anyone out there in TV Land should care when no one at the ballpark does. And the crowd shots you saw in the background of this year's series were pitiful indeed. There appeared to be no more than a few hundred people in the stands for last Wednesday's Game Three. The announced average for the series was 2,311, but there was some serious inflation at work there. And regardless of the move to the weekend for 2001, I don't see the numbers improving much. 

The only real solution I see is giving it back to the cities of the teams involved. They'll be reluctant to do that because the city of Las Vegas has paid them $750,000 a year the last three years to host the series. But if attendance and interest doesn't pick up soon, that money will disappear and sooner or later either the event will be abandoned or they'll realize the best place for the games is in the home parks. 

What is your take on this Bud Smith guy? Does he have the tools to get guys out in the bigs? Why don't they let this guy swing it as well? He hit .390 with 15 jacks for LA Harbor. You can't teach a swing like he has waiting in his back pocket. 

Kevin Armstrong 

Wilmington, CA 

I think Smith is going to find some success in the big leagues, but I don't envision him dominating as he has in the minors (dominating with his results, not his stuff). And I think it could take a couple of seasons before he becomes a winner. 

Smith has drawn the Jamie Moyer comparisons because he throws in the upper 80s, with a nice changeup and curve. He spots his pitchers well and seems to have a grasp of pitching beyond what one would expect of a 20-year-old. 

Moyer was a college draftee in 1984 out of St. Joseph's, but he, like Smith, posted outstanding numbers in the minor leagues, reaching the Cubs just over two years after signing. Of course, it took him awhile before he found his groove in the big leagues. He didn't become a consistent winner until 10 years after he made his big league debut. 

Mets lefthander Glendon Rusch might be another valid comparison. When he was 20 he went 14-6 with a 1.74 ERA for Class A Wilmington in 1994. He spent the next season at Triple-A Omaha, then reached the big leagues in '96. He's had his moments, as well as plenty of rough times since then. 

The thing these guys come to the big leagues with is a reputation for being savvy--"knowledgeable beyond their years" as some put it. But they generally prove to have a big league learning curve like anyone else, and a smaller margin for error than the guys who come equipped with mid-90s fastballs. They can't rare back and blow anyone away when they get in trouble. 

Still, there will always be a place for savvy lefthanders in the big leagues, and some of them will win plenty of ballgames. Just don't make the mistake of thinking that because they know more than their minor league brethren that they've learned enough to step into a big league rotation without taking a few lumps. 

It seems that the first five picks of the Reds were pretty solid, more so than any other teams that I can see. How do you see it? 

Clayton Downs 

Clearwater, Fla. 

In our draft recap issue, we ranked the Reds among this year's winners in the draft. It said "They took a big gamble in selecting shortstop David Espinosa (23rd) and catcher Dane Sardinha (46th), who were both on the short list to go No. 1 overall. Both are advised by Scott Boras, so you know they won't come cheap, but it would be a coup if the Reds sign them." 

Of course, the Reds have signed both Espinosa and Sardinha and that's a nice talent injection for the organization. It looked a little iffy for a while on whether the draft-day gambles would pay off. You'd probably rather get a signability guy under contract than take a top talent and watch him go to school. But the Reds seem to have the best of both worlds on this one. The word is that they'll even sign supplemental first-rounder Dustin Moseley before it's all said and done. If they're able to do that, their draft will certainly rank among the best of this year. It's just a shame that none of their top picks was able to play this summer. 

September 21, 2000 

In the past 24 hours I've received a handful of e-mails from readers disappointed that they didn't find the Top 20 Prospects lists yesterday as previously announced, in last Thursday's column and elsewhere on our site. We apologize for any inconvenience or disappointment this may have caused anyone. But the decision was made that there was so much going on this week with the Olympics and the Triple-A World Series that something would get lost if we ran the prospect lists now. Since we couldn't do anything about the timing of the Olympics or the Triple-A World Series, the lists were the thing that had to move. They will begin a week later than originally planned. So look for those next Wednesday. (We really mean it this time.) 

Why is Eric Munson out of the Arizona Fall League? Was he injured or is there another reason? 

Anthony Lanatto 

Munson is nursing a sore back and the Tigers decided to send shortstop Omar Infante to the AFL in his place. Munson's injury is not expected to require surgery, but he will have to wear a brace for a while, then go through rehab. The Tigers expect him to be healthy in time for spring training. 

What happened to Rick Elder this year? I see that he only had 48 at-bats. Was he injured the whole year again and, if so, do you think that he will still make the Orioles Top 15 Prospects list or has he dropped off? What do you think the future will hold for him? 

Jay Rankin 

Burnsville, Minn. 

Elder missed nearly the entire season due to bone chips in his elbow. He's expected to be ready to go in instructional league, though. 

I'd guess Elder will return to Class A Delmarva next year and pick up where he left off entering the 2000 season, before the elbow began to bother him. He was ranked as the No. 14 prospect in the system entering the season and it's hard to envision him hanging in the Top 15 after basically missing the entire season. But if he returns strong next year, he should be able to work his way back in there. 

I have been hearing a lot about magic numbers and I have been wondering what a magic number is. 

Drew 

New Fairfield, Conn. 

The magic number is the number of how many more wins by the first-place team and/or losses by the second-place team are needed for the first place team to clinch their division. Assuming that all teams will play 162 games, you can figure a team's magic number by adding the first place team's wins and the second place team's losses and subtracting that total from 163. 

For example, the Braves are 90-62 and the Mets are 86-66. Subtract the sum of Atlanta wins (90) and New York losses (66), which is 156, from 163 and you get the Braves' magic number, which is seven. If they win seven more games it doesn't matter what the Mets do, they can't catch the Braves. If the Mets lose seven more games, the Braves clinch. And any combination of Braves wins and Mets losses that add up to seven will mean a clinch for the Braves. 

Of course, in their case it doesn't really matter, because the Mets seem to be a lock for the National League wild card and should make it to the playoffs even with a second-place finish. 

What are the minimum tools a righthander needs to get drafted, as in velocity, command, and things of that nature? 

MeatSlinger41@aol.com 

It's not really possible to define a minimum set of tools, but consider there's sort of a sliding scale, with velocity against everything else. The harder a pitcher throws, the less it matters about his command and secondary pitches, because a major league organization will figure it can teach those things. Of course, clubs frequently are proven incorrect, but that's another matter. 

If a pitcher doesn't throw especially hard, he'll have to show more command, better breaking stuff, etc., to catch a scout's eye. Many pitchers without an average fastball go undrafted but sign as free agents. And some of them eventually beat the odds and climb to the big leagues. 

Perhaps it's debatable who has the longer odds, the flamethrower with no control or the soft tosser with command and good breaking stuff. Certainly the flamethrower will get more opportunities, because someone, somewhere will be enticed by his radar-gun readings. But there's more to pitching than just throwing hard. 

September 19, 2000 

It was inevitable considering the closeness of the race for Minor League Player of the Year that we'd get several letters on the subject once we announced our winner. We chose White Sox righthander Jon Rauch, but there were other worthy candidates. It's safe to say this was the closest race for the award in the 20 years we've been handing them out. 

Here are a few of the letters readers sent in to back their candidates: 

I was wondering how in the world Greg Wooten can not be your Player of the Year. He was 17-3 with a 2.31 ERA and had only 15 walks in 179 innings. He also stuck out 115. I am currently in the major leagues and I know how unreal those numbers are. He should have been a lock. He also has won two games in the playoffs and also threw four shutouts. I don't even know Greg Wooten, but he has to have had the best year of any player in the minor leagues. 

Jack Cressend 

Minnesota Twins 

I'm wondering how Jon Rauch was picked over Bud Smith for Minor League Player of the Year. Let's see: Bud is 15 months younger, played at a higher level than Jon with a better record, lower ERA, three fewer innings, five fewer hits and seven fewer walks. Admittedly he had 61 fewer strikeouts but I have to believe a pitcher who is 15 months younger playing at a level higher with overall better stats has to be a better choice. On top of that, Bud is also a lefty and had two no-hitters this year. 

Mark Stockley 

Ashland, Mass. 

Even with little time played in the minors, I felt that Alex Cabrera should have been a contender for the Player of the Year. 

Carson Anthony Curcini 

Pittsburg, Calif. 

Just to recap, here's a look at the final Minor League Player of the Year Watch: 

PLAYER, POS., TEAM                            AVG  AB   R   H 2B 3B HR RBI  BB  SO SB

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Brian Cole, of, Bing./St. Lucie (Mets)       .301 551 104 166 35  7 19  86  42  79 69

Joe Crede, 3b, Birmingham (White Sox)        .306 533  84 163 35  0 21  94  56 111  3

Keith Ginter, 2b, Round Rock (Astros)        .333 462 108 154 30  3 26  92  82 127 24

Jason Hart, 1b, Sac./Midland (Athletics)     .324 564 102 183 45  3 31 125  70 119  4

Gary Johnson, of, Erie/Lake Els. (Angels)    .313 524 100 164 30  6 23 118  76 122 17

Kevin Mench, of, Charlotte (Rangers)         .334 491 118 164 39  9 27 121  78  72 19

Jose Ortiz, 2b, Sacramento (Athletics)       .351 518 107 182 34  5 24 108  47  64 22

Carlos Pena, 1b, Tulsa (Rangers)             .299 529 117 158 36  2 28 105 101 108 12

Albert Pujols, 3b, Potomac/Peo. (Cardinals)  .317 476  73 151 40  7 19  94  45  45  3

Juan Silvestre, of, Lancaster (Mariners)     .304 506 104 154 15  3 30 137  60 126  9

Brad Wilkerson, of, Ottawa/Harris. (Expos)   .295 441  93 130 47  3 18  79  87  98 13

PITCHER, TEAM                                W  L   ERA  G GS CG SV   IP    H  BB  SO

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Roy Oswalt, Round Rock/Kiss. (Astros)       15  7  2.21 27 26  2  0  175  158  33 188

Jon Rauch, Winston-Salem/Birm. (White Sox)  16  4  2.66 26 26  3  0  166  138  49 187

Tim Redding, Round Rock/Kiss. (Astros)      14  5  2.79 29 29  0  0  181  139  79 142

Bud Smith, Arkansas/Memphis (Cardinals)     17  2  2.26 27 26  3  0  163  133  42 136

Greg Wooten, New Haven (Mariners)           17  3  2.31 26 26  6  0  179  166  15 115

When we give our awards, we do it like everything else with an eye on the future. The tie goes to the prospect in many senses. And this year the choice really came down to Rauch, Smith and Astros righthander Roy Oswalt. 

With all respect to what Wooten did—and he had a tremendous season as we discussed in this space a couple of weeks ago—at 26 he's substantially older than those three and that was taken into consideration. I realize he's had an injury in his past that probably pushed his timetable back a couple of years, but even factoring that in, the other three come out ahead as prospects. The Mariners are definitely pleased with what Wooten did this year, but read what you want into their decision not to promote him to Triple-A at any point during the season. 

Cabrera didn't factor in too strongly, though what he did for two months at El Paso was truly incredible. All of his 35 homers at El Paso came in May and June. Though it's obviously not his fault that he had been assigned to Double-A, it's safe to say he didn't belong there. It's hard to really read a guy's statistics when you know he's playing below his level. He's also 28 years old and it's hard to view him in the same light as the other players who are 7-8 years his junior. 

The bottom line was that of the guys that were under strongest consideration at the end, it was Rauch and Oswalt, with Smith slightly behind. That's the order they stack up in, prospect-wise. We talked to an assortment of player-development people and the consensus was that Rauch was the highest-ceiling prospect of the group. And that gave him the edge. 

Still, it was too close to call until his final start of the season, when he struck out 14 in a complete-game shutout. That was his second two-hitter at Double-A and pushed him through the tape just ahead of the other guys. The decision was literally tabled for 24 hours earlier that day because it was too close to call. Oswalt and Rauch were in a dead heat and both pitched that night. Rauch pitched better and wound up winning. 

This was really a strange season for Player of the Year, because none of the preseason favorites were there at the end. That opened the floor to a lot of players who may have been overlooked early in the year and gave everyone a fairly blank slate to write their argument on. Several of them turned in strong arguments, and in a very close race we felt that Rauch made the strongest case. But we certainly can understand that some of you might have made a different call. 

September 14, 2000 

For everyone out there who has questions on prospects, we should have plenty of answers for you real soon. Not in Ask BA, but in the league Top 10 Prospect lists, which we'll begin posting on the site at the end of the month. We'll kick things off with the Rookie-level Arizona and Gulf Coast leagues, then work our way through Triple-A a couple at a time. 

The best news for folks who love those lists is that this year they'll be twice as long as before. That's right, you'll get 20 names per league. Check back at the end of September for the big prospect smorgasbord. 

As for today, we've got five questions on young players, at least one of which should appear on a list. (You figure out which one.) 

What happened now to Royals prospect Kyle Snyder? I heard he was going to pitch for Class A Wilmington in the playoffs, but I never saw him. 

George Van Buren 

Woodbridge, Va. 

Snyder is hot on Paul Wilson's trail as the unluckiest man on the mound. While Wilson seems to have shaken his bad fortune, Snyder has a long road ahead of him. After missing virtually the entire 2000 season, he's already done for 2001 as well. 

Snyder first began experiencing problems in spring training, with numbness in the fingers of his right hand. It took a while for the problem to be diagnosed properly, and eventually he had surgery to relieve a nerve irritation in his elbow. Once healthy, he returned to action in the Rookie-level Gulf Coast League, where he looked terrific in a two-inning stint in late August. Three days later he took the mound for Wilmington--and his comeback came to a quick end. Five pitches into that start he blew out his elbow. 

Snyder had Tommy John surgery earlier this month and he'll be rehabbing for the next 12 months or so. It's possible he could return to pitching by the end of next season, but unlikely. 

Snyder was the No. 3 prospect in the Royals organization entering this season. Last year, in his debut after being selected in the first round out of North Carolina, he was named the top prospect in the short-season Northwest League. Unfortunately, he's got a long road to get back to that point now. 

I saw that the Indians claimed Eric DuBose off waivers from the Athletics. I remember him being a first-round pick in 1997. He had a solid season in '98 but he took a major step backward last year. This year the A's moved him to the bullpen, but I think he had some arm trouble. Is he currently injured and do you think he can fulfill some of the promise he showed two years ago? 

T.J. Obringer 

Lawrence, Kan. 

DuBose finished the season healthy, throwing 28 1/3 innings for Double-A Midland. A starter for the most part in the first three years of his career, DuBose pitched solely as a reliever this season. 

I wouldn't completely dismiss DuBose at this point, but if the A's were willing to let him go, they must not have been seeing what they wanted to out of him these days. They looked at him as a potential top-of-the-rotation starter until he was hurt in 1999. Perhaps they thought the bullpen would be easier on his arm, but either way, there must have been a significant change in his stuff for them to give up on him. 

I saw that the ChiSox brought up Joe Borchard all the way to Double-A Birmingham for the playoffs, where he hit respectably in the four hole behind Joe Crede. Where will Borchard play next year? Will the Chisox bring him to the majors as an extra outfielder in the next few years, or only as a starter (one would think in place of Singleton)? They sure paid him big bucks! 

Bob LeLacheur 

Reading, Mass. 

The fact that the White Sox have so much invested in Borchard really argues more in favor of a slower advancement than a hasty one. I don't think it makes any sense to move a guy quickly to justify a large contract. And most teams never would bring a prospect like Borchard to the big leagues as an extra. He shouldn't come up, and most likely won't come up, until he's ready to play every day. 

I'd guess he'll return to Birmingham for the start of the 2001 season. He'll get a little more experience this fall out in the Arizona Fall League, and might even be up to the challenge of Triple-A next spring. But there's not that much sense to jump him that far, when he's only got less than half a season under his belt. 

Please give me your opinion of a local kid on the Rockies' Class A Asheville team, lefthander Colin Young. He put up great numbers this year in a setup role, but I would have thought he would have progressed through the system during the year, given his age. 

Don Jay 

Andover, Mass. 

Young had an outstanding season for Asheville, there's no doubt about that. In 36 appearances, he went 3-1 with a 1.41 ERA. He struck out 91 and walked 22 in 64 innings, while allowing just 37 hits. That's pretty darn impressive, and it seems like he should have been ready for a move to high Class A Salem somewhere along the line. 

Young, 22, made 19 appearances of two innings or more, including seven three-inning stints. He consistently performed well for Asheville, allowing two runs or more just twice all season. From May through July, he allowed just two runs--in three months. That's just mind boggling. 

A ninth-round pick out of Fordham last year, Young was a two-way star in college, ranking fourth in the Atlantic-10 in ERA in 1999 (6-4, 3.44) and eighth in hitting (.374-6-35 in 179 at-bats). That combination could come in handy in Coors Field. 

Would you give me your thoughts on Chad Ricketts in the Dodgers organization. He played this year for Albuquerque of the PCL. I've been a big fan of his since he started with the Cubs. Stat-wise I think he had a good year but the Dodgers didn't call him up either during the year or after the Dukes lost out in the playoffs. With all the pitching problems the Dodgers had, I would have thought they would have at least given him a shot. 

Dale Walters 

Indianapolis 

Ricketts, who moved from the Cubs to the Dodgers in the Eric Young trade last December, finished with a 6-2, 3.46 record for Albuquerque, with 75 strikeouts in 68 innings. He throws a low-90s sinking fastball and a solid breaking ball. The Dodgers seemed excited about him at the time of the trade. 

Ricketts had a solid season, but it wasn't so overwhelming that you can't figure why the Dodgers wouldn't give him a shot in September. You can only fit so many guys on a 40-man roster before someone has to come off. There are a lot of other players out there in the same boat. 

Too bad for him that Canada didn't qualify for the Olympics. Ricketts, who lives in Ontario, was the closer on Team Canada in the Pan Am Games last year, and would have been a likely choice to play for them again. 

September 12, 2000 

I knew it would happen, that I'd miss a more-wins-than-walks guy in recent years. But I didn't figure it would be from last season. But yes indeed, as Rany Jazayerli of Baseball Prospectus fame pointed out to me, Marlins prospect Scott Comer won nine games and walked five batters last season for Class A Brevard County. 

Thanks to Rany for picking me up on that one. If you haven't ever seen Baseball Prospectus, you might want to check out their site at www.baseballprospectus.com. You'll certainly find something interesting there to chew on for a while. 

Now what have we got in store for today? Let's start off with a draft/signing question. 

Can you end the suspense in the East Bay and tell us if Xavier Nady is coming back to Cal? Has he attended classes yet? Or is he still trying to get the deal he wants with the Padres? I would really find it hard to believe that he would return for his senior year, but the suspense is killing me! 

Go Bears! 

Michael Pendleton 

Oakland, CA 

It looks at this point like Nady will be returning to Cal, but it's not official yet because he's yet to attend classes. The Padres offered him a $2.5 million major league deal, but the money was spread over five years. That doesn't seem like such a great deal to me. If he can reach the big leagues quickly he could make substantially more than that over a five-year period. 

That's what's baffling to me about David Espinosa signing an eight-year deal with the Reds. By 2008, he could be making a lot more money if he weren't locked in to such a contract. Not that it's all about the money, but if a player holds out all summer, you have to think he's looking for the best deal he can get, and that doesn't seem like it. It doesn't sound like X will be satisfied with the deal the Padres are offering unless there are some substantial changes to it soon. 

What was up with the Hector Carrasco trade? Are the Red Sox so desperate for bullpen help that they trade promising young outfielder Lew Ford to the Twins for Carrasco? I can't remember how old Lew is, but he put up some great numbers in Augusta this year so I thought that he would be a top 15 prospect with the Red Sox if he wasn't too old for A ball. I see this trade as the Red Sox becoming desperate and having to part with a good prospect in Lew Ford. I think the Twins make off fantastic with this trade. What do you think? 

Craig Burrows 

I like Lew Ford, but he's 24 years old and spent the entire season in low Class A, so he doesn't exactly fall into the category of untouchable prospect. Then again, it's not his fault that the Red Sox wouldn't move him up. 

Ford, a 12th-round pick out of Dallas Baptist last year, hit .315 with 35 doubles, 11 triples, nine homers and 74 RBIs at Augusta this season. He has great speed and stole 52 bases and led the South Atlantic League with 122 runs scored. 

It would be nice to see the Twins skip him up to Double-A to start the 2001 season and give him a chance against some older competition. They've shown in recent years that they're willing to move players who perform, so this could be a good trade for Ford. 

This deal could prove to be a nifty pickup for the Twins down the road, but it's not really such a lopsided deal. If the Red Sox are to have any hope of winning the wild card they had to do something after losing a few pitchers to injury in recent days. The Bryce Florie injury came on the heels of Rich Garces and Hipolito Pichardo going down and the Sox have a tough schedule to finish out the season. They had to do something and Carrasco provides some depth to their pitching staff, even though he's not eligible for postseason play if the Red Sox should make it that far. 

I was wondering why I have not heard much about Daytona righthander Juan Cruz? From the little I have read he seems to be a rising prospect with great strikeout potential. What are your opinions of him and what do you predict for his future? 

Jacob Esquivel 

San Antonio, Texas 

Cruz is definitely an emerging prospect. You should expect to find his name somewhere high on the Midwest League Top 10 Prospects list when we release it later this month. 

In 96 innings for Class A Lansing, Cruz struck out 106 while walking 60 and allowing just 75 hits. He went 5-5 with a 3.28 ERA in that time. Not bad for a 19-year-old kid. Then he moved up to Daytona in the high Class A Florida State League and went 3-0, 3.25 in eight appearances. For Daytona he struck out 54 and walked 18 in 44 innings, while allowing just 30 hits. 

Cruz, who is in his third pro season, throws in the mid-90s with a good slider and changeup. 

Who is Julio DePaula and why do you like him as a (shudder) Colorado Rockies pitching prospect? 

Thanks, 

Tom McCullough 

York, PA 

DePaula is a 21-year-old Dominican righthander who struck out 187 in 155 innings at Class A Asheville this season. I didn't mean to imply that he was a bona fide can't-miss prospect when I threw his name on the list [Ask BA, Sept. 7], but I think he's an interesting player to keep an eye on in the Rockies organization. 

September 7, 2000 

Sometimes it's the little things that can make your day. We're having one of those days at BA World Headquarters today. For three days we've been wandering around, disoriented by the absence of box scores for the minor league playoff games. But finally, at long last, they are available on BA Online. 

I'm not sure if I'm more pleased that I can go look at the box scores or that I won't have to answer the question "Where are the playoff box scores?" any more. I think it's the latter. Either way, I'm just pleased that they're there. If you haven't checked them out yet, be sure to do so, as soon as you're done reading today's column. 

Over the years, my younger brother Greg Wooten of the New Haven Ravens has never ceased to amaze me. He put up a statistic this year that I have never heard of before, and I would bet it has never been duplicated. He ended the season with more wins (17) than walks (15). In the history of baseball, has this ever happened at any level? Has it ever been close? To finish the season with 179 1/3 innings with 15 walks is absolutely ridiculous. He led the league in wins and ERA, but his best stat in my opinion is the number of walks surrendered. If you could find out I would be very grateful. 

Thank you, 

John Wooten 

In 1994, Bret Saberhagen won 14 games for the Mets while walking just 13 batters and striking out 143 in 177 innings. Saberhagen nearly matched the feat last year with the Red Sox, winning 10 and walking 11. 

According to the Red Sox' 2000 media guide, Saberhagen was the third major leaguer to record more wins than walks in 1994. Hall-of-Famer Christy Mathewson did it twice, winning 25 and walking 21 in 1913 and winning 24 and walking 23 in 1914. Cincinnati pitcher Slim Sallee won 21 and walked 20 for the Reds in 1919. 

I've combed back through a few recent seasons in search of others, and found a couple of near misses. Vladimir Nunez won 10 and walked 10 in 14 games in 1996 for Rookie-level Lethbridge in the Pioneer League. And in 1992, Fernando DaSilva won 10 and walked 10 in 12 games for the Rookie-level Gulf Coast League Expos. 

Batavia closer Brett Black won three games and walked two in 1997. That doesn't really count, but he should get honorable mention for striking out 66 in 41 innings and posting a 33-to-1 strikeout-to-walk ratio. 

I'm sure it must have happened a handful of times in the minor leagues over the past 100 years, but a season like that is pretty darn rare. 

Wooten's campaign was easily the best of his career, blowing away his 1996 season, when he was named organizational pitcher of the year by the Mariners after going 15-5, 3.19 at two stops. That was his first pro season, and it propelled him to No. 6 on the Mariners Top 10 the next offseason. A third-round pick out of Portland State in 1995, he climbed as high as No. 6 on the Mariners Top 10 list (1997) before slipping temporarily out of the picture due to elbow problems. 

An 11-10, 4.47 season at Double-A Memphis in '97 foretold his elbow condition and by the time he finished the Arizona Fall League season with an 0-3, 8.50 record it was obvious something was wrong. He had Tommy John surgery in August 1998 and returned to action last June at Class A Lancaster. The 6-foot-7 Wooten, who throws a sinking fastball, changeup, forkball and slider, has obviously put his injury troubles behind him. 

This season Wooten, 26, looked once more like one of the top pitchers in the Mariners system. He finished the season at Double-A New Haven with a 17-3 record and 2.31 ERA in 26 starts. He struck out 115 and allowed just 166 hits in 179 1/3 innings. 

The Mariners are suddenly awash in pitching prospects, and it might be tough for Wooten to break into the rotation, considering that Brett Tomko and Ryan Anderson are already in line ahead of him. 

I was wondering if you could give me any information on Yuji Nerei in the Montreal Expos system. I know due to his age he really isn't considered a prospect, but he has progressed from A-ball to Triple-A this year. Do the Expos have plans for him in the big leagues? Also, is he a pioneer as a Japanese position player in American baseball? I can't recall any other Japanese position players to play Triple-A or major league ball. Is that the case or am I overlooking somebody? 

Ryan Brecker 

Rochester, N.Y. 

Nerei is an interesting story. He's 26, but had never played professional baseball until this year. Some sources have his age as 22, but those have to be wrong according to a story we ran on him earlier this summer. He came to the United States in the early '90s after finishing high school in Tokyo and stayed for three years. During that time he tried out with the Blue Jays, but they didn't sign him. He returned to Japan and graduated from Hosei University in Tokyo last year. 

The Expos signed him in January and he began his pro career this season, starting with a .294-3-8 showing in 34 at-bats at Class A Cape Fear. He moved up to Double-A Harrisburg, where he hit .250 with one RBI in 24 at-bats, then finally to Triple-A Ottawa, where he finished the year hitting .247-2-16 in 162 at-bats. 

Nerei is 5-foot-10, 200 pounds and supposedly has a little power. He's not really a prospect, but he's living out a dream and who knows when a hot streak might net a guy a cup of coffee. 

As for him being a pioneer, there have been other Japanese position players in the States before. In fact, the Red Sox have one right now. Kenichiro Kawabata, 21, signed with Boston in January 1998 and has played three seasons in the Sox organization. He split this season between high Class A Sarasota (.223-2-6 in 94 at-bats) and low Class A Augusta (.125-0-2 in 25 at-bats). 

Kawabata doesn't seem likely to become the first Japanese position player to break into the big leagues. My money is still on Ichiro for that one. If Orix tries to post (auction) him this winter, he could be in the big leagues as soon as next year. Otherwise he'll probably come when he reaches free agency after the 2002 season. 

I noticed that Matt Roney, the Rockies' 1998 first-round draft choice, was 6-1 in his last 10 starts with a 1.02 ERA at Portland. I also saw where he broke the Portland Rockies' club record for strikeouts with 85. He's coming off surgery last year. What can you tell me about what the Rockies think about his future in the organization? 

Matt Peters 

Edmond, Okla. 

I have to think the Rockies are pretty excited about Roney's future in the organization after he came back like he did. Roney went 7-5 with a 3.14 ERA overall for Portland this season, striking out 85 and walking 44 in 80 1/3 innings while allowing 75 hits. 

Roney, the 28th overall selection in the 1998 draft, missed the entire '99 season due to a torn labrum in his right shoulder. But he's back as good as new and you can throw his name onto the list of Rockies pitching prospects. It's a decent list now, though it would look a lot better if Colorado were to sign righthanders Matt Harrington and Jason Young from this year's draft. Add those two to Chin-hui Tsao, Jason Jennings, Roney, Randey Dorame, Chuck Crowder, Julio DePaula and Ryan Cameron, and you'd have to think the Rockies might finally start producing some pitchers. 

September 5, 2000 

Not sure how things are around the rest of the country, but around here it seems like minor league season ended at just the right time, if not a few days late. The weather has suddenly turned to football weather, with wind, rain and significantly cooler temperatures. 

It actually spurred me to watch some football this weekend. Well, at least I tried. I really did. But I just didn't care about any of the games and the announcers said such stupid stuff over and over that I had to keep turning off the television. I even spent several hours reading a book (a what?). 

Anyway, it's time to focus on the pennant races, not football. Here's a letter from someone who has enjoyed quite a few of them in the last 10 years, but it's hard to tell exactly what he wants from his favorite team at this point. 

As a lifelong Braves fan, I have enjoyed the past decade of excellence. Success has been built on pitching and allowing young players to struggle and mature. Didn't a young Tom Glavine lose 17 games in his first full season? I find it a little frustrating that they did not have the same patience with Bruce Chen who has been superb in Philadelphia. And wouldn't Jermaine Dye look great in right field. Time will tell how outstanding of a pitcher Luis Rivera will be for the Orioles. It seems that sometimes a team can be so concerned with slipping backward that it loses sight of how it got there in the first place (I recognize the contributions of Maddux, Pendleton, McGriff, et al). There is an old expression of one step back and two forward. Winning now is fun but building for the future is more enjoyable. 

Mike Wakefield 

Chadds Ford, Pa. 

The Braves have done as good a job as any team in recent memory at building a winner and sustaining it over the past decade. The sacrifices they made in the late 1980s laid the groundwork for a lot of that success. In 1988 when Glavine lost 17 games, the Braves went 54-106. They've come a long way since then, but as a result of that, they're not in a position to train starting pitchers on the job like that any more. 

To say you'd rather have them building, like they were in the late 80s, than have them winning like they are now puts you in a small minority. 

I'm going to twist your own phrase around and say that a team can be so concerned with building for the future that it loses sight of what its primary goal is. What's the end goal of building a powerhouse team? Winning a championship. The Braves were arguably the most successful team of the 90s, but they won only one World Series. That somehow casts them in a light as the Buffalo Bills of the major leagues. That's not how they want to be remembered, however. 

The Braves are not a team that has shown an inclination to forsake the future for a one-year run. But they do have to realize that the core of their rotation is getting a little on the old side and the window of opportunity to win with the Maddux and Glavine-led rotation is closing. Thus they have pulled the trigger on a deal or two that sacrifices future value for present. 

I think there is still enough talent in the pipeline (mostly on the mound) that the Braves aren't in jeopardy of a significant slip any time soon. With Chipper Jones, Andruw Jones, Rafael Furcal and Javy Lopez to build around, the Braves have a solid young nucleus to build around offensively. 

Over the past 10 years the Braves have had a knack for unloading the "right" pitchers, never giving up an ace. Perhaps the Chen deal will come back to haunt them, but they obviously felt that Andy Ashby gave them a better shot at this year's Series than Chen did. Jermaine Dye would be nice, but he really didn't put it together until two years after the Braves traded him. Not every trade works out, but the Braves have done better in dealing over the past decade than most teams. 

Although he's a less than average third basemen defensively and has a bad/injured throwing arm, Tony Torcato looks very promising because of his bat. Torcato is 20 and was promoted to Double-A Shreveport, where he injured his throwing arm two games after arriving. Tony is one of three promising third base prospects in the organization (Pedro Feliz, Triple-A Fresno; Lance Niekro, drafted this year). What will the Giants do with Tony? He will not be a third basemen because of his defense and the competition, so will he be moved to another position, traded, etc? 

Jeff 

San Francisco 

Feliz is closer to the big leagues now than Torcato, but if the Giants aren't ready to give up on Torcato as a third baseman, Feliz won't stand in his way. Feliz showed significant power this year, hitting 33 home runs at Fresno, but Torcato projects as a better all-around hitter. The organization isn't deep in first basemen, with Sean McGowan, who is at the same level as Torcato, being the top dog on that depth chart. If Torcato doesn't stick at third, first base is the logical move for him. 

Unless the Giants really don't think Torcato can handle third, I suspect his future position might boil down to whether the Giants like McGowan or Feliz better. It will probably wind up with the three of them lining up for shots at the first and third base jobs in San Francisco, and Torcato will get one of them. 

Torcato is the top prospect in the system among position players, so the Giants are unlikely to trade him away just to alleviate a perceived logjam at third base. 

The A's just traded Jorge Velandia to the Mets for Nelson Cruz who plays for in Dominican Republic. I can not find stats on the Dominican teams. Can you help? 

Rick DiViesti 

Cruz led the Dominican Summer League with 15 homers and 80 RBIs this summer and finished fifth in the league with a .351 average. I don't have a scouting report on him, but those numbers, at least, are quite impressive. It's a long road from the DSL to the major leagues, but considering the A's weren't going to use Velandia, they did well to turn him into a young player to keep an eye on. 

If I have the story right, in the spring of 1999 the Reds spent about $2 million to acquire Alejandro Diaz from a Japanese team. Baseball America listed him as the Reds' No. 9 prospect last year, but his offensive numbers at Double-A Chattanooga in 2000 don't show any progress, and now I've seen reports that he may be 24 years old instead of 22 as reported. Would you still consider him a good prospect, or should the Reds be regretting the deal? 

Jeff Darnell 

Cincinnati 

The Reds did pay nearly $2 million to sign Diaz, not all of which went to him. They bid $400,001 when Japan's Hiroshima Carp put him up for auction in January 1999. That only won them the right to negotiate with Diaz. He got a bonus of $1.175 million when he signed with Cincinnati. 

Diaz has a long ways to go to reach Cincinnati. He hit .267 with 13 homers and 66 RBIs this year and somehow managed just 14 walks while striking out 77 times in 491 at-bats. That's not an unreasonable amount of strikeouts by any means, but the 14 walks is a tough one. You've almost got to be trying not to walk to walk just 14 times all year. 

Another rough spot in Diaz' game is basestealing. He swiped 18 bags this season, but was nailed 20 times. He's got the speed to be a much better baserunner than that, but he's got to learn how to steal bases. 

The Reds have added a lot of talent to the organization this year and Diaz is likely to slip out of the Top 10 when that list is compiled over the winter. He was regarded as the top center fielder in the system, though with the addition of Jackson Melian he doesn't even really have that going for him any more. Of course, with Ken Griffey in Cincinnati, it doesn't matter what either Diaz or Melian can do in center. He's realistically going to be competing for a corner job with Melian, Ben Broussard, Adam Dunn and Austin Kearns. And right now he probably ranks fifth in that group. 

We haven't heard about the alleged difference in age on Diaz, but he'd hardly be the first one where that's come up. Two years isn't a tremendous difference, but you would normally expect a bit more from a 24-year-old in Double-A than what Diaz provided this summer. Next year will be a big season for him, because he'll either be in his third season at Double-A (he spent half of the '99 season there) or his first at Triple-A, and he's going to need to be more productive either way. 

August 31, 2000 

Did you happen to notice whom the Cubs called up yesterday? None other than Ross Gload, one of the subjects of Tuesday's column. Can't beat that for timing. 

Gload was summoned when the Cubs designated Brant Brown for assignment and should get a little bit of playing time over the next month. In fact, he's in the lineup today, making his major league debut in left field against the Padres. 

We've got yet another Rule 5 comment to start things off today. Seems like we can't get away from them. But this one was actually kind of clever, so here it is. 

Regarding the Rule 5 Draft, a simple way to redistribute talent AND not harm the drafted player would be to permit a drafting team to option a Rule 5 draftee to the minor leagues, just as with any other player on the 40-man roster. 

Phil Stenholm 

Tempe, AZ 

That just makes way too much sense to ever happen. 

I have not seen Sean Burroughs' name in the Mobile boxscores for over a week. Is he injured? Travis Dawkins is still playing for Chattanooga, so Sean is not likely to be with the Olympic team yet, or is he? Thanks. 

Terry Graham 

New Albany, Indiana 

Burroughs returned to San Diego to have his sore ankle checked out by the Padres' doctors. Assuming everything checks out okay, he'll rest for a couple of days then get to work with Team USA in preparation for the Olympics. 

Incidentally, Burroughs ended up hitting .291 with 29 doubles and two homers for Mobile this year. The power still isn't coming through yet, but that's not a bad year for a guy playing in Double-A in his second pro season. We got a lot of mail all summer that ran along the lines of "what's wrong with Sean Burroughs." I believe we ran at least one of them in this space. I still say there's nothing wrong with what he's done this year. 

That being said, he's still not the guy I'd have chosen to play third base on the Olympic team. I thought all along that they would choose Scott McClain, who's playing for Triple-A Colorado Springs this year. McClain is hitting .276 with 25 homers and 87 RBIs. I think his experience would have been valuable on Team USA. But believe it or not, they never actually called and asked for my input. 

Will there be a California Fall League or something similar this year? 

dob2c@mediaone.net 

The Arizona Fall League will be the only developmental league running this year. The CFL ran into too many problems last season and they decided to shelve it in the spring. The league has moved from Hawaii to Maryland to California over the past three years, with no success anywhere. 

The problem for the league is that unlike the AFL, the CFL was not operated by Major League Baseball. The California League teams that ran the fall clubs wanted more funding from MLB to avoid losing money on the deal, but didn't get it. 

Without significant financial support from MLB, a fall league simply won't work. It's a great idea to have a developmental league for Class A players who aren't ready for the AFL. But it won't draw fans, or at least not enough to be viable from a business standpoint. Unless MLB changes its stance on the league, it could be gone for good. But it's definitely gone for this year. 

Why is David Eckstein, the infielder for the Boston Red Sox' Triple-A club (Pawtucket) now shown with an X next to his statistics? I checked the minor league transactions, and he wasn't promoted or demoted, so why are his stats shown as being for someone who is no longer on the team? 

Robert Goldberg 

Lyndhurst, New Jersey 

The Angels claimed Eckstein on waivers on August 16 and assigned him to Triple-A Edmonton. Sometimes transactions, especially ones like waiver claims, don't show up in the reports we get, so they aren't included when we post the minor league transactions each Friday. 

I noticed that Octavio Martinez was recently named Appalachian League player of the year and then promoted to Frederick. His offense obviously looks promising and his defense is reputed to be excellent. Is he on the road to passing Jayson Werth as the O's catcher of the future? What can you tell me about him? 

Thanks, 

David Ward 

Mansfield, MA 

Martinez had a fine season for Rookie-level Bluefield, hitting .387 with seven homers and 46 RBIs before moving on to Class A Frederick this week. He may not project as that type of offensive threat down the road, but he should be a solid hitter. He does play excellent defense and that alone should carry him to the big leagues. But it's probably premature to call him the catcher of the future for the Orioles. 

There are not many players in Rookie ball who should be saddled with the label of "catcher of the future," "shortstop of the future," etc. At least not in my opinion. Every once in a while someone like Josh Hamilton comes along who is ready for a tag like that. But when there are still four levels to climb to get to the big leagues a lot can go wrong. Some of that might even be attributed in some cases to the expectations that go with dubbing a young man the "catcher of the future" for his organization. 

If Martinez repeats his performance at a higher level next year, feel free to label him the Orioles' catcher of the future. But it's a little early right now. 

August 29, 2000 

It's another potpourri day at Ask BA. Five questions, all unrelated other than that they deal with baseball. 

What do you think of Giants prospect Jerome Williams? This is an 18-year-old in his first full season of pro ball, in high Class A. He is 7-6 with a 2.98 ERA so far and a 105/46 K/BB ratio. Is this guy for real? Why aren't we hearing as much about him as another Giants pitching prospect Kurt Ainsworth? 

David 

San Jose, CA 

Williams is definitely for real. A supplemental first-round pick out of Waipahu High in Hawaii last year, he has pitched well ever since signing with the Giants. 

His manager at San Jose, Keith Comstock, compares Williams to a young Doc Gooden, but don't expect him to jump from Class A to the big leagues next year. Williams throws in the low 90s now, but the Giants expect he'll turn that up to the mid-90s by the time he reaches the big leagues. 

The reason we hear more about Ainsworth than Williams is that he was drafted ahead of him and is closer to the big leagues. But that doesn't necessarily mean he'll be better long-term than Williams. The two of them are definitely the core of the Giants farm system at this point. 

After Scott Heard's putrid numbers this year in high school, the last thing I expected in his pro debut would be his offensive outburst. Has he made major adjustments or were his high school numbers just fluke? 

Brad 

Heard's offense was a bit of an unknown entering this spring because he had missed much of his junior season due to a wrist injury. But he had been expected to hit, especially adding some weight and strength. 

I suspect that a lot of his struggles can be chalked up to the expectations that go with being in the spotlight like he was all spring. It can't be easy to hit knowing that everyone is whispering about your sub-.300 average, etc. 

Once he fell to No. 25 in the draft, he was no longer the guy in the spotlight. He's been able to relax a little this summer, and as a result, he's hitting .351 with 16 doubles in 111 at-bats. In case you missed the Daily Highlights yesterday, Heard had five doubles in Sunday night's game. He's probably not a .351 hitter down the road, but I'd guess he won't be a defense-only guy. 

I'm sure this guy doesn't fall into your "Legit Prospect" category, but he's such a statistical freak that I have to ask about him. What's the scoop on Esix Snead? 100-plus steals, in any league, should be enough to impress Ray Knight and Peter Gammons. Sure, you'd like to see another skill somewhere in his tool box, but can he play? If nothing else, it's fun to say "Esix Snead." 

Will Carroll 

Snead is an intriguing player because of his speed, and he's come a long ways in his three seasons in the Cardinals organization. But he's got a long ways to go before you can picture him topping off the order in St. Louis. 

With 108 stolen bases for Potomac this year, he's got nearly as many steals as hits. Even though he's walking at a good pace, his on-base average is just .344 because his batting average is sitting at .235. Since Sneed provides no extra-base punch whatsoever, he'll need an on-base percentage around .400 to be a useful guy in the lineup. 

Can he do that? Well, he's made a lot of progress, basically by completely rebuilding his swing. He's definitely a hard worker and the Cardinals have put in a lot of time working with him to improve. I think he'll continue to get better, but I'm not sure he's ever going to get on base enough to justify the lack of pop. Still, he plays a great center field and I think at worst he'll be a fine fourth or fifth outfielder who can shake things up with some speed and defense late in the game. 

When the Cubs dumped underperforming/overpaid Henry Rodriguez at the deadline, my understanding was that both outfielder Ross Gload and lefthander David Noyce were minor league roster-fill, unlikely to ever play a major league game. But after a promotion to Triple-A Iowa Gload has gone nuts. His history has always shown high average and good plate discipline, but suddenly he's also a 30-HR guy besides. What can you say about him? Is he a Glenallen Hill defensively, or something? Did the Cubs get lucky for a change, and could he develop into a John Vander Wal type player, or perhaps even better? 

Craig Jasperse 

Fargo, North Dakota 

Gload is destroying the Pacific Coast League. In 98 at-bats he's batting .408 with 13 homers and 36 RBIs. I know it's less than 100 at-bats, but it's fun to look at a .939 slugging percentage. 

In 100 games for Double-A Portland before the trade, Gload hit .284 with 16 homers and 65 RBIs and drew 29 walks against 53 strikeouts. A 13th-round pick in 1997 out of South Florida, Gload had 25 home runs in three seasons entering 2000. He's already got 29 this year alone. Has he suddenly developed into a power threat? Well, he's on a heck of a tear, but it's hard to call a guy a power hitter based on one great month in the PCL. 

Considering that the Cubs were probably willing to just give Rodriguez away, they probably did okay for themselves with this deal. Gload could become an option in left field or at first base and if he can string together a month like he's having right now in spring training, he just might find himself some playing time in Chicago next season. 

What chance does Andres Galarraga have of making The Hall of Fame? He should finish with over 400 home runs, is already well over 1,200 RBIs and is a career .291 hitter. In three more seasons, he should pass Mickey Mantle's RBI total. He's a one-time MVP, and a probable comeback player of the year this year. 

What do you think? 

Thank you, 

Michael Marinaro 

Galarraga's had some nice years and a solid career, but he's not a Hall of Famer in my book. 

If not for a four-year slide when he should have been in the prime of his career, that might be a different story. From 1989-92, when he was 28-31, Galarraga hit .246 with 64 home runs and 244 RBIs. That averages out to 16 homers and 61 RBIs a year. If Galarraga could have just posted numbers closer to what he's done the rest of his career, he'd be a strong candidate for the Hall. But a four-year slump in your prime really hurts. 

As for Mantle's RBI total of 1,509, Galarraga is 253 behind him right now and he's already 39. I wouldn't project him to even be playing three years from now. 

Galarraga's offense seemed to come alive when offense throughout baseball exploded. Playing in Colorado for a few years didn't hurt, but he kept producing after moving to Atlanta, so you can't write him off as a Coors Field wonder. 

Still, when you look around baseball, there are several other first basemen that slot in ahead of Galarraga if you want to make comparisons to his contemporaries. Jeff Bagwell, Mark McGwire, Rafael Palmeiro and Frank Thomas have had better careers, while Fred McGriff has posted basically the same numbers, in a more consistent manner. Tino Martinez is seven years younger than Galarraga and trails him by just 383 RBIs. Several other younger players, like Jim Thome and Carlos Delgado, are on pace to do more than he's done, assuming they don't hit four-year slumps of their own. 

So there isn't much case for Galarraga making the Hall. If you believe in Total Baseball's Total Player rankings, the Big Cat had a -4.2 career mark coming into this season. I don't think that's a true indication of his career value, but it's one way of breaking things down. 

August 24, 2000 

I have to start off today with a couple of notes on Tuesday's column. First, it has been pointed out that Lance Berkman is not eligible for NL Rookie of the Year due to his service time. I mistakenly added him to the list of candidates for that award, because he is eligible for ours. 

We base our award on at-bats/innings and don't factor major league splinter time into the equation. Berkman had 80 days of service last year, but got only 93 at-bats. Per the standard 130 at-bat cutoff, he's a rookie in our eyes. But take his name off the NL list. 

Next comes the Rafael Furcal age controversy. 

It has been reported that the Brave's Furcal is actually 22 or 23, not 19. Still a good young player, but not as huge a prospect as he would be if he were really 19. 

David Schock 

Philadelphia 

Furcal and the Braves both deny the report that says he's 22-23. So until someone actually substantiates that, we're sticking with his "official" age. 

Furcal had a strong incentive to change his story earlier this year, when he was cited for underage drinking. It would have been easy enough for him at that point to try to get around that by revealing that he was actually older than 21. He did not. That doesn't necessarily prove that he's not older than 19, but we need more than the HBO special to go by. Maybe we could give Furcal some Lesli Brea truth serum and find out he's actually 26. 

I went to the Norfolk Tides Website and it said that Mark Johnson made the Olympic team, but then I checked your site and he didn't make the team. Was he ever on the team? 

Dracula513@aol.com 

Johnson could go down in history as the phantom Team USA member. There were others who received strong consideration and didn't make the club, but he was the only one included on the roster that USA Baseball sent out. They apparently are trying to play it off like the Tides and the International League released inaccurate information, but the bottom line is, they were the source for it. 

If you want to read more on the Johnson situation, check out the Virginian-Pilot. 

I am a long time Pittsburgh Pirates fan. My question is, is the Pirates farm system as bad as it seems to look on paper? There seems to be not much talent on the major league roster as well to contend anytime in the near future. From witnessing as many games on TV as I can with the Pirates, I have noticed that almost every rookie brought up never pans out to a quality productive major leaguer. 

In the last ten years I can only name a few who are at least productive such as Kris Benson, Tony Womack and Jason Kendall. Most of the players currently on the roster have come from trades with other organizations. Is there anything to look forward to other than the new ballpark with the prospects the Pirates currently have? 

Marc Simmons 

Elkins, WV 

While there isn't much at the upper levels of the Pirates system, there is talent in the pipeline. Low Class A Hickory has been lauded this season as one of the best collections of talent on one roster in the minor leagues. 

The Hickory shine hasn't been quite so bright since righthander Bobby Bradley went down with elbow trouble earlier this year, but he wasn't the only guy there worth getting excited about. Catcher J.R. House is leading the South Atlantic League in hitting with a .340 average and ranks second in homers with 20. Outfielder Tony Alvarez has had a strong season. And lefthander Dave Williams and righthander Justin Reid have both done quite well. Righthander Luis Torres hasn't had a lot of success this year, but he's just 20 and the Pirates like him. Righthander Jeff Bennett and shortstop Jose Castillo are also worth keeping an eye on. 

As for the talent higher in the system, the Pirates had some really awful drafts in the mid-90s. In 1994, the only player they took who has reached the majors is lefthander Jimmy Anderson (ninth round). The year before that they took outfielder Jermaine Allensworth (first), righthander Kane Davis (13th) and lefthander Chris Peters (37th). Well, they took a bunch of other guys too, but they didn't really pan out. In 1995 they added Chad Hermansen (first) and 43 other guys who have yet to see white balls in batting practice. And in 1996 Kris Benson (first) came aboard. It's a little early to write off the rest of that draft, but he's the only one to reach the big leagues so far. 

That's not much of a haul for a four-year span and that's why you don't see many young prospects breaking in with the Pirates these days. 

Who do you think might be the best September callups this year? Are there any Mark Quinns out there this year? 

John Barten 

Indianapolis, IN 

If by Mark Quinn you mean you're looking for an underrated kind of guy who will come up and hit a home run every 10 at-bats then, hmmm, that's a toughie. 

I've got a few names to throw at you, but I can't guarantee Quinn-like success: 

John Barnes, of, Twins (Triple-A Salt Lake). Barnes looks like the best bet to follow Quinn as the PCL batting champ with a .365 mark. That's five points better than Quinn's 1999 average at Omaha. Barnes doesn't quite have as much power, with just 12 home runs, but he could pop a few out in the Metrodome. He came over from the Red Sox two years ago along with righthander Matt Kinney in the big Greg Swindell/Orlando Merced deal. 

Brady Clark, of, Reds (Triple-A Louisville). Clark has the underrated part down to a tee. He originally signed as a nondrafted free agent and was released by the Reds before ever playing. They re-signed him and he's really produced the past couple of seasons. At Double-A Chattanooga last year he hit .326 with 17 homers and 75 RBIs in 506 at-bats. He's following up with a .303-15-68 showing at Louisville and leading the International League with 37 doubles. 

Joe Crede, 3b, White Sox (Double-A Birmingham). The last thing the White Sox need right now is more rookies on the big league roster, but if they maintain a safe lead they can get Crede some at-bats. He's batting .313 with 20 homers and 89 RBIs in the Southern League. 

Keith Ginter, 2b, Astros (Double-A Round Rock). Craig Biggio's injury clears the path for Ginter to get playing time, but one would think the Astros would have called him up already. They must be leaving him down to lead Round Rock through the Texas League playoffs. In 426 at-bats there he's batting .347 with 26 homers and 90 RBIs. He's even Biggio-like in his willingness to take one for the team, having been plunked 23 times already. Combine that with 79 walks and you've got a .473 on-base percentage. He might not be heavy on tools, but he's certainly earned an opportunity with what he's done. 

Josh Towers, rhp, Orioles (Triple-A Rochester). Towers has exceptional control, which could enable him to sneak out a few wins in September. In 133 innings at Rochester he's walked just 18 batters and struck out 89. He's also allowed just 143 hits, so he keeps guys off base. He's not going to come up and blow the ball past big league hitters, but he should keep from beating himself, which gives him a shot. And with the lineup the Orioles are running out there now, he'll feel just like he's back in the minor leagues. 

August 22, 2000 

I was in kind of a grouchy mood most of the day yesterday. Not just because it was Monday, but that probably didn't help. I won't go into much detail, in part because sometimes I get in one of those moods and don't even know exactly why. But I found something that pulled me right out of it last night. Would you believe a baseball game? 

It wasn't just any game. It was a battle between the two last place teams in the Rookie-level Appalachian League. (For some reason I'm reminded of Alex P. Keaton's "clash of the titans" comment regarding the Mariners and Indians on Family Ties back in the mid-80s.) For a while Johnson City was working Burlington over real good: By the middle of the sixth inning, the Cardinals had an 11-1 lead. A good thrashing can be therapeutic, I guess, but that wasn't what did it for me. Suddenly the Indians began to rally. It started with a home run by first-round pick Corey Smith to lead off the home half of the second. It was a laser shot, too, the kind you can hang the laundry on. Nice, but that made it 11-2 and at the time it seemed like too little, too late. 

But the Indians were just getting started. They tacked on three more that inning and three more the next. Suddenly, it was 11-8 Johnson City and things were getting interesting. That was still the score in the bottom of the ninth when the Indians had two outs and a man at second base. It's funny to say, but I had a feeling they would pull it out. We had been joking all night in the press box about an amazing comeback. Wouldn't you know the last-place Indians rallied for four more runs to pull out a 12-11 win. When Jesus Colmenter singled to left to bring in the tying and winning runs, the entire Burlington team rushed out onto the field to celebrate as if they had just won the playoffs. Even the guys who were charting pitches in the stands found their way out to the party. 

Most of the focus in the minor leagues is on player development, and with that in mind it's easy for players to wrap themselves up in their own concerns a lot of the time. But deep down inside you know they all want to win. Seeing a game like last night's just drove that home a little bit. I'm sure Johnson City probably didn't enjoy it much, but it really was an amazing game. And by the time I left the ballpark I didn't feel like I had much weighing me down any more. 

From Rookie-ball to the National League rookie of the year, we cover it all here at Ask BA. Let's start things off with a question from an Adam Eaton fan. 

Do you think Adam Eaton has a legitimate shot at the National League rookie of the year award? Rick Ankiel had it pretty much locked up ever since he got called up to the majors last year. But seeing how Ankiel has struggled at times and how Eaton has shown strong composure and has not struggled throughout this year, it is very tempting to say that Adam Eaton is a better candidate for the award. 

Red 

Reno, NV 

Eaton has really come on strong and his numbers are comparable in many ways to Ankiel's right now. But neither of them is my favorite for the NL award at this point. If I were voting I'd go with Rafael Furcal. 

Furcal made the jump from Class A this year at age 19 (he turns 20 on Thursday) and has moved into the starting lineup as the leadoff man on the best team in baseball. He's batting .292 in 308 at-bats and getting on base at a .384 clip. He's also bounced between shortstop and second base, playing terrific defense at both positions. 

The only blemishes on his season have been a drinking-and-driving incident and HBO allegations that he's actually three years older than he says. He and the Braves both adamantly deny that charge, though. 

I think Ankiel and Eaton are the Nos. 2 and 3 candidates, but with a quarter of the season left their order is yet to be determined. Ankiel weighs in after 23 starts with a 7-7, 4.04 record. In 129 1/3 innings he's allowed 106 hits and 74 walks and struck out 140 batters. Eaton has made just 15 starts, but already has posted 100 innings. He's 4-2 with a 2.97 ERA and has allowed 87 hits and 44 walks. He's also struck out 72. 

Both have their strengths right now. If I had to give the edge to one of them, I'd give a slight advantage to Eaton. But they each should have about 8-9 starts left and a lot can change. 

In the event Furcal and the pitchers falter, Mitch Meluskey (.297-11-52 in 249 at-bats) and Pat Burrell (.255-13-56 in 278 at-bats) are waiting in the wings. 

On this rule about a Rule 5 draftee having to spend 90 days on the active roster [from last Thursday's column], or he has to be on the same system the following year, what will the Devil Rays do with Damien Rolls? I don't think he'll even be on their roster in September. I think they could pass him through waivers without anyone claiming him. The Mets took Hector Mercado in 1998 and stored him on their 60-day DL for the season. After the season, no one wanted to take a risk on such an injury-prone player. He cleared waivers easy to Triple-A. He only made two starts the next season before becoming a minor league free agent, but the point is, this strategy still makes sense. Also do you think more teams will try to do what the Pirates did last year (Select a guy in the Rule 5 draft, and nontender him to keep him.) 

Ken Bumbaco 

Norfolk, VA 

I would guess what will happen with Rolls is exactly what Ken outlined. After the season the Devil Rays will try to get him through waivers, and he'll probably clear. 

So is that a good strategy for stocking up on Rule 5 picks without having to keep them on the big league roster? It depends on what your goal is. If your goal is just to be able to keep the player then that's not such a bad strategy. If your goal is to keep a player that will actually help your team down the road, it's probably just a waste of time. 

The more I look at it, the more I have philosophical issues with the Rule 5 draft. The problem is that it doesn't really seem to help anyone. Success stories are few and far between and there seem to be a lot of players who waste away for a year on a major league bench--or worse, a major league DL--and never get back on track. Some of these players might have actually developed into major league players if not for the year-long development detour. Of course, we'll never know for sure. 

A lot of them are kids who are coming out of Class A and they need at-bats or innings to continue to improve. Sure they can learn a lot from being around older players, etc., and they'll get a few at-bats here and there, but if that were a good development strategy you might see teams doing it with other players. You never do, because it's not. 

The most practical use a team could make of the Rule 5 draft is probably to pick up a reliever or backup position player out of the Triple-A ranks. The problem with that strategy is you could sign similar players as minor league free agents and not be restricted by having to keep them on your 40-man roster. 

As for the Pirates dealings with Brian Smith, the door has been opened for recurrences of this in the future. For those who don't remember, the Pirates drafted righthander Brian Smith from the Blue Jays, then nontendered him a few days later and re-signed him as a free agent. A brilliant move, really, except why waste the strategy on him? Had the Angels done the same thing with Derrick Turnbow it would have made a lot of sense--and made a lot of people really angry. 

The thing is, if a team is going to try that, they have to know the player would be willing to re-sign with them as a free agent. And you can't ask him before you draft him, because that's tampering. Besides, it's really not in the player's best interest to do so. If the player is regarded as much of a prospect at all, to draft him and nontender him is doing him a tremendous favor, because now he's a free agent, eligible to negotiate with all 30 teams. Why in the world would he quietly sign with the team that drafted him without testing the waters? 

It may be time for baseball to let the Rule 5 draft go. When it was devised in the 1950s it was supposedly a vehicle to allow players who were backed up in the minor leagues to find a chance with a new team. Now those players can move around as six-year minor league free agents every winter. If the argument for keeping it is that it helps redistribute talent from the strong organizations to the weak, then it's failing miserably. 

The only real argument that can be made for keeping the Rule 5 draft is that it gives us something to talk about in the dead of winter. Some of you may remember the Rule 5 draft pool we conducted here amongst several members of the BA crew. And as long as the draft exists, I'll enjoy speculating with everyone else on who might go. But there's really little practical use for the December draft other than our entertainment, even if you try to take advantage of the loopholes. 

I've been noticing that Josue Matos is having a fantastic year between high Class A Lancaster and Double-A New Haven. The Ravens Website lists him at 22 years old. Everything about his numbers look very good (3:1 K:BB ratio, less than 1 H/IP, 3.12 ERA) but he's not mentioned in any of the prospect listings on any site. Anything you can tell us about Mr. Matos' drastic burst upon the prospect scene? Do the Mariners have yet another hard throwing solid starting pitching prospect on their hands? 

Thanks, 

David A. Cameron 

Seattle 

Matos is quietly having a strong season. In 11 starts at New Haven he's gone 4-4 with a 3.12 ERA and 52 strikeouts in 69 1/3 innings. He began the year at Lancaster, going 3-3, 2.64 with 93 strikeouts in 89 innings. On the year he's walked a measly 38 hitters in 158 innings. That's simply outstanding control. 

The Mariners regard Matos as a prospect, though not quite in the class of Ryan Anderson or Cha Sueng Baek, ceiling-wise. He's not overpowering, but throws four pitches: fastball, changeup, slider and curve. His changeup is probably his best pitch right now. 

Matos is a Puerto Rico native who signed with the Mariners as a draft-and-follow in 1997 after attending Miami-Dade CC South. He was originally selected in the 27th round of the '96 draft. He put up some impressive numbers in his first year of full-season ball last year, going 9-9 with a 4.63 ERA in 25 appearances for Class A Wisconsin. In 138 innings he allowed 143 hits and 42 walks and struck out 136. 

Speaking of Wisconsin, we've had a lot of questions recently about outfielder Chris Snelling. So while we're talking Mariners farmhands, here's one of those. 

I've noticed that Chris Snelling's statistics for the Wisconsin Timber Rattlers aren't changing. I can't find him eslewhere in the Seatlle organization. What is the nature of his injury and is he out for the rest of the season? He intrigues me as a prospect because of his age and the fact that he looks like the best Australian prospect since Dave Nilsson. 

Evan L. Carter 

Brooklyn, NY 

Snelling broke his hand in June when he dove into a wall in the outfield. When his hand finally healed, his wrist began bothering him. The Mariners believe the wrist was damaged at the same time his hand was injured and it just went unnoticed until he tried to start playing again. 

The Mariners are hopeful that he'll be back in action before the end of the season. So is the Australian Olympic team. Snelling will be on the Australian team if he's healthy enough to play. If he's not ready by the end of the Midwest League season it's going to be a real tough call for the Mariners. Snelling is an aggressive, spirited player and he's not going to want to pass up the opportunity to represent his country. But the primary concern is for his health. 

August 17, 2000 

Judging by some of the questions we've been seeing, both for Ask BA and on our chats, people have the Olympics on their minds. We will have plenty for you on the subject next week, including a chat Wednesday night after the Team USA roster is announced. You will find all you need to know, and probably some you don't need, right here next week. So be patient and you will be rewarded. 

As for what we will cover here today, we're running the gamut, from Harmon Killebrew to Tyrell Godwin. 

As a follower of the Chicago baseball scene, it has been interesting to follow the Bobby Hill situation the last two years. The former University of Miami star was selected by the White Sox in the second round of the 1999 draft and by the Cubs in the second round of the 2000 draft. 

Apparently his agent, the infamous Scott Boras, has convinced Mr. Hill that his interests are best served by holding out and plying his trade in one of the independent leagues. As best as I have been able to determine, Mr. Hill has not been burning up the independent league competition, yet Scott Boras appears adamant that his client deserves (high) first-round money. At what point do a player's skills begin to atrophy facing inferior independent league competition? 

I can't help but feel that Scott Boras has done Bobby Hill (as well as many of his other unsigned clients) a great disservice by trying to squeeze a few more dollars from major league teams while setting back his clients' career progression (possibly forever). Would you care to comment? 

Richard Wambach 

I think it's going to be a while before Hill's skills "atrophy" in the independent leagues. Like maybe about 15 years. But at the rate he's going he might still be there and we could find out. 

Hill's actually not doing badly at all for Newark in the Atlantic League. He ranks second in the league with 50 stolen bases and third with a .424 on-base percentage. In 92 games he's hitting .297 with 10 homers and 46 RBIs. He's also drawn 73 walks and struck out 44 times. I think what Hill has proven by playing this summer in the Atlantic League is that he'd be ready to step in at least at the Double-A level if and when he ever signs. 

The puzzling thing for me is looking at a kid like this and trying to reckon his principles with reality. He's been standing on principle for more than a year now in turning down signing bonuses in excess of $1 million. Boras and Hill reportedly kept increasing their bonus demands of the White Sox, staying one step ahead of what Chicago was offering. Originally, Hill's demand was reported to be $1 million, but at the end he wanted $1.5 million from the White Sox. The White Sox reportedly had offered $1 million by that point and may have been willing to go as high as $1.25 million, but Boras told the Sox the $1.5 million was a firm demand so Hill went back in the draft. That, by the way, would have been the 19th highest bonus handed out to last year's draft class and Hill was the 66th overall pick. 

Hill is still standing by his principles, refusing to play for less than he thinks he's worth, unless you want him to play for nearly nothing, which he'll gladly do to prove a point. It's somewhat paradoxical if you think about it. 

If he ever comes to terms, Hill's not far from being ready for the big leagues. But he's certainly earning himself a questionable reputation in the meantime and I think he'll learn down the road that the aggravation wasn't worth $250,000. He can just be glad that he wasn't drafted by the Phillies, because their fans are just getting good at the Duracell toss after all the practice they got with J.D. Drew. 

Why did Tyrell Godwin and his agents settle for $1.2 million from the Rangers when he turned down $1.9 million from the Yankees when he was in high school. Shouldn't he have let it be known that his price tag starts in the $1.9 million to $2 million range. I know he got three years of schooling from a well-respected university, but the difference in signing bonuses is pretty big. One way of looking at it is that he paid $233,333 per year of school. Now, I had a blast in college, but those experiences weren't worth that much. Either way, he has more money then I ever had; I just don't think he was an economics major. 

Thanks, 

Jeff Tobin 

Houston, TX 

Godwin is interested in a legal career and education is very important to him and his family. He went to college on an academic scholarship, not a sports scholarship. I believe his family is also rather well-to-do and I doubt the "lost" $700,000 really means that much to him other than any ego bruise it might have left. He is a semester away from completing his degree, which he will do this fall. Some people actually go to college to get an education and Godwin, who will graduate in 3 1/2 years, falls into that category. 

If you're interested in reading more about Godwin, John Manuel wrote an excellent feature on him before the draft this spring. Check it out. 

What are the pros and cons of a minor league player signing with a sports agent and how do agents determine which minor league players to go after? 

Woody McKey 

In most cases there aren't really cons to a minor league player signing with an agent. Most agents don't charge a fee for their services, basically investing their time and money with minor league players in the hopes that they will be rewarded down the road. 

The agent will actually expend quite a bit of his own (or his company's) money buying spikes, gloves, bats, etc., for the young player as he climbs through the minor leagues. In return, when the player reaches the big leagues and finally starts bringing some money in (more than the major league minimum), the agent will then get a percentage. Before the player reaches the big leagues there's really not that much for an agent to get a cut of, unless there is substantial money from baseball card contracts, etc. (If an agent is working with a player before he signs his initial contract, the agent would, of course, get some percentage of that, too.) 

Agents look for players in different ways, but they are looking first and foremost for a player who will get to the big leagues. The bottom line is that a minor league player is an expense for an agent. If there is little chance of that player reaching the major leagues, then he's not a good investment for an agent. There can be exceptions, though. Perhaps an agent doesn't have any players in the Devil Rays organization, for example. He might then take on a Devil Rays minor leaguer who doesn't seem like he's much of a prospect because that player might perhaps open some doors for him down the road. Or maybe he wants to make a lot of contacts in his home state, so he'll take a player from his home town that he might not ordinarily want to represent. 

There are a couple of incentives for agents to take good care of their players, making sure they always have what they need. First, there are a lot of sharks in the business who don't mind stealing clients away from another agent. But if the player is happy, he's not likely to go anywhere. Second, it's a business where word of mouth is very important. If a player is unhappy with his agent and one of his teammates has an agent who is taking great care of him, there's a referral customer waiting to happen. 

If a young player is being "recruited" by an agent, the best thing to do is probably talk to some current clients of that agent and find out what they have to say about him. 

I'd like to know if the Blue Jays 60-day DL-ing of Dewayne Wise, whom they selected in the Rule 5 draft from the Reds, is raising any rancor amongst organizational people? Doesn't selecting him and sitting him for the entire year appear to be skirting the spirit, if not the letter, of the rules? 

Won't this promote the selection of more players in the future, if you can just DL them for the entire year, you lose development time, but you get the prospect. 

John Measor 

Calgary, Alberta, Canada 

You can't hide a Rule 5 player on the DL. The restrictions apply until he has spent 90 days on the active big league roster. If that doesn't happen this season, the Blue Jays will be under the same obligations as far as him being subject to waivers, etc., time next year. They are much better off to get it out of the way this year, and they will. 

Wise has already put in two months on the active roster, playing sparingly from April 2 through June 6, when he was placed on the DL. If the Blue Jays activate him on September 1, when the rosters expand, he'll get another month in and have his 90 days. 

I hope you can help me. Do you know if Harmon Killebrew ever played minor league or any ball in the South? My husband says he remembers seeing him. It is something he has had me looking and looking for on the Internet. 

I appreciate your help, 

Sheila Beck 

The Killer played at Charlotte in the South Atlantic League in 1956 and in Chattanooga in the Southern League in 1957-58. At Charlotte he batted .325 with 15 homers and 63 RBIs in 249 at-bats. In his first season at Chattanooga he hit .279 and led the league with 29 homers while driving in 101 runs in 519 at-bats. The following season he hit .308-17-54 at Chattanooga in 299 at-bats before moving on. 

Killebrew actually made his major league debut in 1954, two years before his minor league debut. That wasn't uncommon then for top prospects because there were rules on the books that required any player signing for a bonus of more than $4,000 to be designated a bonus player and placed on the big league roster for two seasons. They could not be optioned to the minor leagues during that time, without clearing waivers. Not exactly good for a young kid's development, but they were trying to keep bonuses down. Some things never change, really. 

Other future stars like Al Kaline and Sandy Koufax also signed during that rule's life and neither ever went to the minors. Killebrew didn't stick in the big leagues as a regular until 1959, though he appeared in at least nine major league games in each season from 1954-58. 

August 15, 2000 

Every once in a while, I'll learn about a news story by reading through the questions that get sent in for this column. Someone will ask about something and I'll scratch my head for a minute, then scramble across the Internet trying to figure out exactly what they're referring to. It's impossible to keep up with everything the moment it happens, or even days after it happens in many cases, and some things slip past. Like the Leslie Brea scandal. 

Before making his major league debut on Sunday, Leslie Brea revealed that he is 26, not 21 as previously believed. This makes the Mike Bordick trade, for which he was the centerpiece of the deal for Baltimore, seem awfully lopsided. If the Mets knew about this, would the Orioles have any recourse? 

Chris Franz 

San Francisco, CA 

If it could be proven that the Mets knew about Brea's age, the Orioles might have a beef, but I'm not sure how much recourse they'd have. And I doubt the Mets would maliciously deflate the guy's age. Brea likely did that on his own when he originally signed with the Mariners in 1996, then stuck with his story for five years. 

Why did he decide to tell the truth now? Maybe he figured once he made it to the big leagues it wasn't really an issue any more. Of course, he wasn't there to stay and might not be back until September. 

If he's five years older than originally believed, it might almost help his immediate opportunity with the Orioles, if only so they can try to put on a happy face and prove they got something of value in the Bordick deal. But it really does make this trade look less attractive for the Orioles. Brea was the key to that deal for them, and if he's 26, that doesn't look like much of a trade any more. Not that it looked that great from the start, but it was only Mike Bordick they traded and not Mike Mussina. 

I have a couple Chicago Cub questions for you. Are Ryan Gripp and Joey Nation legit prospects? And speaking of Gripp, It sure seems that the Lansing and Daytona clubs both have a ton of errors. Are errors in the minors a statistic that matters, or are the fields just that bad? Finally, I saw where Hee Seop Choi was rated the best defensive first basemen, yet he had over a dozen errors. What gives? Thanks, I really enjoy your column. 

Philip Drinka 

I'm always curious exactly what people are getting at when I get questions asking if players are legitimate prospects? What's your definition of a legitimate prospect? Are you looking for a player who will get to the big leagues? Become a major league regular? Become a perennial all-star? 

Gripp and Nation both have a realistic chance to reach the big leagues and become regulars. If that fits your description of "legit" then you should be happy with these guys. Gripp is leading the Midwest League in hitting and ranks among the league leaders in home runs and RBIs. At 22, he's a little on the old side for low Class A, so it will be nice to see what he does at higher levels before getting too excited about his stats. But the Cubs like his power and his makeup. He was a third-round pick last year out of Creighton and it's a little surprising to see the Cubs move a high college draftee so slowly, but they've got Dave Kelton ahead of Gripp at Daytona and that probably has a lot to do with it. To move one, you'd have to move the other. 

Nation is enjoying his finest pro season at Double-A West Tenn. He's just 21 years old, which is on the young side for Double-A. In 140 innings the lefthander has allowed just 118 hits, which is an excellent ratio. He has also struck out a Southern League-leading 149 and walked 56. He throws a good changeup and a solid fastball and curve. 

As for the errors, it's not really the fields that cause a lot of errors at the lower levels of the minor leagues. These guys aren't playing on gravel. They're just young and they make mistakes. You really can't tell much about a guy's potential by looking at his error total. Derek Jeter committed 56 errors at Class A Greensboro in 1993. He turned into a pretty good defensive shortstop by the time he reached the big leagues. 

I was surprised to see that Shawn Gallagher was released by the Rangers. Was he doing bad or something? Or did the Rangers need the roster spot, because I thought he was one legit prospect. Did the Expos get the steal in getting Gallagher? Please fill me in. 

Thank You, 

Nick Lien 

San Francisco, CA 

(There's that "legit prospect" again.) Gallagher wasn't exactly tearing it up at Triple-A Oklahoma, hitting .237 with six homers in 219 at-bats, but his biggest problem with the Rangers was that he wasn't their first baseman of the future. That would be Carlos Pena, who is having a strong year at Double-A Tulsa. 

Everything seemed to come together for Gallagher in 1998 at Class A Charlotte, where he earned Florida State League MVP honors after hitting .308 with 26 homers and 121 RBIs. It's unusual for a player to have his peak offensive year in the FSL, because it's generally regarded as a pitchers' league. But that's exactly what has happened for Gallagher, who hasn't really come close to matching his '98 season totals since. It was the one and only season in which he walked at an acceptable rate, too. In five seasons entering this year Gallagher had drawn 152 walks. Sixty-six of those came in 1998. 

Gallagher's shine began to tarnish a little early last season when he dislocated his shoulder playing paintball and missed a month. But he rebounded from that to finish at .283 with 18 homers and 78 RBIs in 452 at-bats at Tulsa. Not bad, but not quite what he did the year before, especially when you factor in that he was playing in the Texas League, which has the opposite reputation of the FSL. This season he played at both Tulsa and Oklahoma without really distinguishing himself either place. 

So is he past his peak at age 23? It's tough to write someone off who is still reasonably young and has shown in the not so distant past that he could really hit. It's possible that the Expos could be well rewarded for their willingness to sign Gallagher, who is now at Double-A Harrisburg. But he's going to have to recapture the hitting vibes he had two years ago. 

I am writing to ask about [Rookie-level] Danville Braves second baseman Alejandro Machado. His stats look pretty good: 51 hits in 45 games, 37 walks as opposed to 20 strikeouts, yielding a .459 OBP. Looks like Furcal isn't the only young Braves player with extremely good patience. Also 24 stolen bases. Not bad, except he only has four extra base hits. Do you know anything about him, including his age? 

Thanks, 

Jason Hipp 

Fanwood, NJ 

Machado is an 18-year-old Venezuelan who looks like he could be the next exciting leadoff prospect to work his way through the Braves system. It would be nice to see him hit with a little more pop, but he's young and should improve a little in that area as he gains strength. But he already knows how to get on base. In fact, he's reached safely 12 times in his last 19 plate appearances. 

August 10, 2000 

I apologize for the lateness of today's column, but I've been racking my brains all day trying to figure out where the heck Ray Knight comes up with his theories. One of his more brilliant declarations was forwarded to me today by a fellow Knight critic. Knight and Chris Berman were talking about Oakland's Adam Piatt and his Texas League triple crown of last season when Ray said, "If he can maintain that approach, he'll be a good major league hitter." No kidding. Then: "It's actually easier to hit in the major leagues than it is in Double-A. Pitchers in Double-A are wild. They're throwing the ball 95-96 but they're all over the place. Pitchers in the big leagues have much better control." 

Well, Knight's hit in both places and I haven't so I guess I have to take his word for it. But it only follows from this logic that hitting in Rookie ball must be the most difficult of all. So congratulations to all of those kids out there hitting .300 in the Pioneer League. It only gets easier from here on out. 

Do you know what is the status of Ben Christensen at Double-A West Tenn? He was having a wonderful year, really dominating hitters. I expect he would have been given an opportunity at Wrigley by now if he had been healthy, given the trades and injuries to the pitching staff. I hate to see Garibay and Norton in the rotation for any length of time. Is he coming back any time soon? When he first went down, they felt he would only be out for a week or so, but now it's been a while. 

Dave King 

Louisville, Ky. 

Christensen has been sidelined by shoulder tendinitis for just over a month now. It seems like any time you see a guy move to the DL with tendinitis these days you can count on him being out for a lot longer than whatever the original estimate is. 

If you remember earlier in the year Josh Beckett missed about seven weeks due to tendinitis and Luis Rivera was out for almost two months. It's hard to say when Christensen will be back. It's not an injury you can diagnose like a lot of others, where something specific is injured and the human body takes X number of days or weeks to heal it. Tendinitis is simply the inflammation of a tendon or tendons and it's hard to say accurately when it shows up how long it will take for it to go away. 

Considering where the Cubs are right now, and considering that Christensen began the season in A-ball, I really don't see any reason for him to set foot in Wrigley this year. It's not as though the presence of Daniel Garibay is going to cost the Cubs the World Series. Garibay actually has done a decent job for them this season and they might as well see what he can do over the next seven weeks so they can figure out if he fits in the picture next season. 

I have three Brewers questions for you. Do you see them trying to get Landon Powell? Will they move Bucky Jacobson and/or Kevin Barker from first base to the outfield next year because of Richie Sexson? Will Rod Carew take the heat at the end of the year for the offensive struggles of Jeromy Burnitz, Marquis Grissom, and Jose Hernandez? 

Jason Cress 

I see the Brewers as one of the least likely teams to sign Landon Powell. The only comparable domestic free agents are 1996's group of four, and two of them--Matt White and Travis Lee--signed for $10 million or better. So set your bar in the Powell case there for starters, because that's probably where he and his advisors are looking. Whether anyone is willing to go there is another question, but someone will make young Landon very rich. The Brewers are not known for throwing that kind of money around. 

Jacobsen has played the outfield in the past. In fact, he spent more time in the outfield than he did at first base last year at Huntsville, though he also spent a significant amount of time at DH. Barker has played a handful of games in the outfield and he could probably play out there if he began hitting enough to justify his presence in the lineup. But the big thing for those two is they need to show they can hit at the big league level before you worry about moving them. Just about every team is willing to move a guy around if it will keep a valuable bat in the lineup. Barker didn't get it done this year when given the opportunity and Jacobsen has yet to be tested above Double-A. 

As for Carew, I'd hate to have my job security tied to the performance of Grissom and Hernandez. I'll grant you that Burnitz is having a poor season, well below his capabilities, but Grissom and Hernandez are not doing much less than one should have expected at the beginning of the season. 

Hernandez is a career .251 hitter, batting .247 after a slow start. He's not a good hitter now and never has been. Despite this fact, the Brewers signed him to a three-year deal last winter and handed him the third base job after dealing away their best player in Jeff Cirillo. If Rod Carew was supposed to turn Jose Hernandez into Jeff Cirillo, he's failed miserably. But I don't think anyone short of God himself could do that, and he's apparently not a big Brewers fan. 

Grissom's on-base percentages over the last three seasons were .317, .304 and .320. Those are really not good. His .280 mark this season is taking things to a new low, but he's not getting any younger and there was no reason to believe he'd suddenly get better. That leaves your two possible outcomes at him maintaining a poor level of performance or him getting worse. He got worse. I don't think that's Rod Carew's fault, necessarily. And he's certainly not as guilty as the previous administration, which signed Grissom to his ridiculous contract. 

The Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel reported this week that the Brewers had talked to the Dodgers about dealing Grissom to Los Angeles for Devon White, in an attempt to get out of the contract that will pay Grissom $10 million over the 2001-02 seasons. Considering how cash-strapped the Brewers are, having to pay $10 million to Grissom over the next two seasons really hurts. They'd probably be a lot better off throwing it at Landon Powell. 

Since Jason Repko appears to be out with an injury Ryan Dacey has been at shortstop and tearing up the Northwest League. He seems to have come out of nowhere. Can you shed some light on him and a status on Repko? 

Dan Peck 

Spokane 

Repko has been battling hamstring problems all year and has played in just eight games for Yakima. Dacey is doing a fine job in his place, hitting .362 with 10 doubles in 105 at-bats. 

Dacey was a second baseman in college, at George Washington, where he is the school's all-time hits leader. He hit .299 with two home runs and 38 RBIs in 214 at-bats as a senior this spring and signed with the Dodgers after the draft. 

In the eighth inning of the Royals-Red Sox game on Sunday, Tim Wakefield pitched to the first two Royal batters giving up a single to Carlos Febles who stole second during Johnny Damon's at-bat and moved to third on Damon's bunt single. With Febles on third and Damon on first, Wakefield was relieved by Hipolito Pichardo without having thrown a pitch to the next batter Rey Sanchez. Pichardo then proceeded to induce Sanchez to ground into a fielder's choice by grounding to third, forcing Damon out at second, with Febles scoring. 

The next batter, Mike Sweeney, singled with Sanchez reaching third base on the hit. Sanchez would subsequently score on a single by the next batter Jermaine Dye. In reviewing the box score of the game, I noticed that Wakefield was charged with the three runs in the game, two of them earned as he had given up an unearned run in the first inning. 

My question is why would the run by Sanchez be charged to Wakefield? Pichardo put Sanchez on base via the fielder's choice and not Wakefield. Can you please shed some light on way the run was charged to Wakefield and not Pichardo? 

Ed Vazquez 

Arlington, VA 

If Wakefield hadn't allowed Damon to reach base, Sanchez would have been retired on the ground out instead of reaching safely on a fielder's choice. Or had the third baseman opted for the play at first on Sanchez, Damon would still have been on base, and he would have been the one to score. It wasn't Pichardo's fault that Damon reached base, so he wasn't charged with the run, even though Damon wasn't actually the one to score it. 

August 8, 2000 

Let's kick things off today by touching on a couple of topics from last week. First off, we detailed Shane Monahan's travels on Thursday. Well, you can add another stop to the list. Monahan made his first appearance in a Colorado Springs uniform last night. I was kind of kidding when I said on Thursday: "There's still a month left in the season, so there's plenty of time for one or two more teams." I guess I was right, though. 

We also mentioned Rob Ducey Thursday, in the context of his having been traded to the Blue Jays for John Sneed. Well, now he's been traded back to the Phillies for Mickey Morandini. I don't know if that's better or worse, but I do know I'd be awfully annoyed right now if I were Rob Ducey. 

Has there been a farm team in recent memory that was as loaded with pitching prospects as the Birmingham Barons this year? They opened the season with a rotation of Matt Ginter, Josh Fogg, Mark Buehrle and Rocky Biddle. All posted ERAs under 3.00 (with Biddle's just eclipsing that after two bad outings). Then, they get Aaron Myette (third on BA's White Sox Top 10) for a few games on a rehab assignment. Buehrle got called up to the Sox, so they replaced him with 21-year-old Juan Figueroa, who was having a great season at Winston-Salem. When Figueroa and two others, including Jason Lakman (a previous top 10 ChiSox prospect) got traded to Baltimore, Jon Rauch and Dan Wright—each of whom made BA's list of top 100 prospects before last years draft—joined the rotation. 

In all that is seven pitchers, the oldest being Biddle (a '97 sandwich pick) and Fogg (a '98 third-rounder) who are 23, three of those pitchers were drafted just last year (Ginter in the first round, Wright in the second, Rauch in the third), and a draft-and-follow who started his pro career last season (Buehrle). Is there a precedent for this? Who among these have the best chance of becoming an impact player? 

In addition, has there been a team with so many good pitching prospects as the Sox have? Along with the prospects listed above, they have Jon Garland, Kip Wells, Lorenzo Barcelo, Rob Purvis, Gary Majewski, Brian West, Jason Stumm . . . 

Thanks! 

Craig Reed 

Austin, TX 

We touched on the White Sox' plethora of pitching earlier in the year, but it is still amazing. As for all of the pitchers who have spent time at Birmingham this year, I don't think there is another team that can rival that. 

Over the past decade there have been a few teams that have had more than their share of pitching. Here are some that jumped out at me: 

1993 Nashville (AAA)/Birmingham (AA). The last White Sox pitching dynasty. Maybe this one will have more of a major league impact. Several pitchers pitched on both teams that year, which makes it hard to distinguish the two. Chicago's top four prospects—Jason Bere, James Baldwin, Scott Ruffcorn and Larry Thomas—all spent at least part of the season at Nashville, as did Johnny Ruffin (No. 6) and Rod Bolton (No. 9). Ramon Garcia and Steve Schrenk, both of whom pitched in the big leagues, also played for Nashville that year. Birmingham had Baldwin, Ruffcorn, Thomas, Steve Olsen (Sox' No. 5 prospect), Ruffin and Schrenk, as well as Luis Andujar and Brian Boehringer. 

1993 Canton-Akron (AA). This team included five players on the Indians Top 10 list: Alan Embree, Paul Shuey, Paul Byrd, Dave Mlicki and Albie Lopez. In addition, unheralded Paul Abbott made 12 starts and Julian Tavarez flashed through on his rocket ride to the big leagues. He was going to be a star, for sure. 

1997 Macon (A). This team finished 14 games ahead of the pack in the South Atlantic League and you would expect as much when you see a staff that included Rob Bell, Bruce Chen, Jason Marquis, Jimmy Osting, Odalis Perez and Luis Rivera. With Rivera going to the Orioles in the B.J. Surhoff deal, four of those pitchers are now gone (Chen and Osting to Philadelphia, Bell to Cincinnati) and Perez has missed the season due to injury. 

Without making this a major research project, I really can't find many more teams to match the 2000 Barons as far as quality pitching depth. Of course, when one looks back at old rosters, the guys who didn't make it don't always jump out at you, so maybe there are teams out there that looked as good in their day. Perhaps five or ten years from now, Birmingham won't look so good any more if a few of these guys flame out. But for the moment, that staff looks pretty darned solid to me and I can't come up with too many equals in the last 10 years. 

I have two questions. The first is about Landon Powell. If he is declared to be a free agent what teams do you think will be the most likely contenders? The second is a question about the Yankees' young minor league shortstop Deivi Mendez. Do you have any backround info on him, such as were is he from, how much did he sign for and his potential. 

Thanks, 

Zack 

Break out the list of the usual suspects when it comes to Powell. His situation could only be compared to that of a foreign signee, so look at who the teams are who are normally active in that market: the Yankees, Braves, etc. There aren't any real good rumors yet, because Powell was off-limits until Major League Baseball cleared him to sign this afternoon. 

The caveat on Powell is that high school catchers are generally regarded as the biggest risk in the player development business. You're generally talking about a 4-5 year process just to get to the big leagues, and even the best young catchers can never be regarded as can't-miss guys. 

Here's a list of high school catchers taken (and signed) in the first round since 1987 (overall selection in parentheses): 

Bill Henderson, 1987, Tigers (20) 

Tyler Houston, 1989, Braves (2) 

Mike Lieberthal, 1990, Phillies (3) 

Marcus Jensen, 1990, Giants (33—supp.) 

Jason Kendall, 1992, Pirates (23) 

Ryan Luzinski, 1992, Dodgers (32—supp.) 

Paul Konerko, 1994, Dodgers (13) 

Ramon Castro, 1994, Astros (17) 

Mark Johnson, 1994, White Sox (26) 

Ben Davis, 1995, Padres (2) 

Jayson Werth, 1997, Orioles (22) 

Jeff Winchester, 1998, Rockies (40—supp.) 

Ryan Christianson, 1999, Mariners (11) 

Scott Heard, 2000, Rangers (25) 

There are a few impressive names on that list, but outside of Kendall and Lieberthal I'm not sure there's anyone I'd want to be throwing a lot of money at. Konerko has become a fine hitter, but it's a long time since he strapped on the pads. How much do you want to give Powell? 

Certainly he'll get more than Mendez got. The Yankees signed Mendez last July for a $100,000 bonus. He's a 17-year-old Dominican and he's doing quite well in the Gulf Coast League, hitting .300 with two homers and 20 RBIs in 150 at-bats. He also ranks fourth in the league with 15 doubles. Just goes to show that you don't necessarily have to spend a lot to uncover some talent. Though if Mendez had been represented by his current agent, Rob Plummer, when he signed, it's a safe bet he would have commanded a much bigger bonus. 

Why do the Phils keep Nate Espy at Piedmont? Granted his injury last year stalled his development, but what more can he learn at Piedmont? He's hitting .307, leads the league in homers, extra-base hits, and is going to walk 100 times this year. I know Piedmont is having a great year, but shouldn't the Phils at least push him up to Clearwater to make up for lost time? 

Eric Holmes 

If I were the farm director of the Phillies, Espy would have moved up to Clearwater at midseason. Holding Espy back would only make sense if the organization were stacked up with first base prospects and moving one would force a chain reaction. But the starting first baseman at Clearwater is Bob Van Iten, who is hitting .231 with five homers and 29 RBIs in his fifth pro season. 

Espy is 22 and a little on the old side for low Class A. But it's not his fault he's still there and he's obviously shown that he shouldn't be. In addition to leading the league with 20 homers and ranking third with 76 RBIs, he leads the way with a .433 on-base percentage and is second in slugging with a .544 mark. It's time for another challenge. 

Now that the A's farm system has lost its Nos. 1, 2, 3 and 5 prospects to promotion and trading, is this a system that will still rank in the top five in baseball when your next evaluations are done in the winter? There are some solid prospects on the way in the upper levels (Jason Hart, Jose Ortiz) but the majority of the talent now seems concentrated in the California League and Arizona League. Also, will the rearrangement of the A-ball teams next year force the A's, as well as the Dodgers and Giants, to depart from one of the California League teams? 

Thanks, 

Sebastian Passanisi 

Santa Cruz, CA 

I don't like to get much into the organizational rankings and Top 10 previews, because those things take so much time to put together it's not really possible to do them justice with a quick response here. But in the case of the A's, I think it's safe to say that they will drop off substantially when you consider the talent they have graduated to the big leagues this year. 

Assuming that Barry Zito does pitch enough innings (50) to make him ineligible for next year's list, Oakland will have called Zito, Mark Mulder, Adam Piatt and Terrence Long to the big leagues and traded Jesus Colome to the Devil Rays. That's tough for any team to replace, let alone a team without a first-round pick. I think you can probably expect the A's to drop to the middle of the pack next spring when we do the farm system analyses, though that's not such a bad thing in the big picture. They're only dropping because they did their job. 

The A's, Dodgers and Giants will all drop a high Class A team next year. The Dodgers have already made it known that San Bernardino will be dropped in favor of Vero Beach in the Florida State League. 

August 3, 2000 

I'm just sitting here trying to figure out what the funniest part of the Kevin Mitchell incident is. Is it that two months ago the Western League was touting his signing with the Sonoma County Crushers as a sign of the league's credibility and now some people want him kicked out? Is it that Solano Steelheads owner Bruce Portner got involved in an on-field incident—in which he had no place—and got hit in the face for his troubles. Or is it that this story reminds me of the story of Mitchell having to ride a bike around Indians spring training a few years ago because he was too fat? Probably the bike thing, I guess. 

Regardless, you'd have to think that about does it for Mitchell's career. Baseball will tolerate a lot of drug use, and to some people it's apparently forgivable for a player to beat his wife. But when you start punching team owners, I'd guess they draw the line right about there. Thanks for the memories, Kevin. 

Now for today's column we have one question for each of the six home runs Mitchell hit in the Western League this season. (Okay, it was a complete coincidence, but what's the difference.) Enjoy. 

I am attempting to make sense of the Gant for Bottenfield trade made between the Phillies and the Angels. From the Angels' perspective, this deal makes a bit of sense. From the Phillies perspective, there is much I do not understand, however. Bottenfield fits neither the short-term nor long-term needs of the Phillies, and was not moved again (as I expected) before the trade deadline. I can only think of two possible reasons for this deal from the Phillies' side. Either the Phillies hope to get a good start or two from Kent, then trade him through waivers, or else the Phillies think that Bottenfield will bring more compensation than Gant when he leaves via free agency. I know this idea sounds a little far out, and that the final compensation lists are not made until after the season, but is there any possible validity to my second theory? 

Sincerely, 

Kevin Boyle 

I wouldn't look that far into it. The Phillies have been trying to move Gant for almost a year. Without him they can play Pat Burrell in left field full time. They just traded two starters, Andy Ashby and Curt Schilling, and Paul Byrd is now out for the year. Someone has to take those starts. Bottenfield isn't great, but he can take the ball every fifth day and do a decent job. 

Compensation doesn't likely factor into the picture with either player, because the team would have to offer them arbitration first and it's unlikely that would happen. 

A few friends and I cannot understand why the Twins traded minor leaguer Mario Valdez to the A's for minor leaguer Dan Ardoin. The trade seems very one sided in favor of the A's. Please let me know if you have heard the Twins' reasoning for making the trade. 

Thank you, 

Josh Fuller 

Miami 

It's funny. We were actually talking here the other day about this trade and wondering why the A's would make it. Valdez is having a fine season (hitting .366 with 18 homers, 85 RBIs and a .460 on-base percentage), but the last time I checked, first base was the last place the A's needed help. 

Ardoin is an outstanding defensive catcher and he's hitting a little bit this year (.278-6-34 in 234 at-bats at Triple-A Sacramento). The Twins added him to the major league roster at the expense of Marcus Jensen, and he made his major league debut Wednesday, going 0-for-2 and drawing three walks. 

Considering the Twins' catching situation, Ardoin could see a lot of playing time between now and the end of the season. It seems unlikely that Valdez will get much of an opportunity with the A's, and he wasn't in line for much playing time had he stayed with the Twins with David Ortiz and Doug Mientkiewicz ahead of him. From that standpoint alone I think the Twins come out ahead on this trade. 

Hi there, I know you're probably swamped with questions concerning the bigger deals, but could you possibly provide some sort of explanation (other than temporary insanity) for why Gord Ash would trade John Sneed for Rob Ducey? Sneed is a 23-year-old pitcher with a 36-6 career minor league record coming into this season plus a 2.81 career ERA and 460 strikeouts in 385 innings. 

Thanks, 

Wasif Azim 

Sneed, who turned 24 in June, has struggled somewhat since reaching Double-A, but it does seem like the Phillies got the best of this deal, though I don't think it's one that the Blue Jays will rue years to come. Ducey, 35, helps deepen the Toronto bench, offering a little pop and some solid defense. But he was hitting just .189 with six homers and 20 RBIs in 106 at-bats for Philadelphia and it's a little surprising to see him fetch Sneed. 

After posting a 5.08 ERA in six Double-A starts last year, Sneed has gone 5-9 with a 4.54 ERA in 21 starts this season. His secondary numbers aren't bad, with 124 hits, 56 walks and 100 strikeouts in 121 innings, but they're nowhere near what he was doing in Class A. 

The scouting report on Sneed entering the season was that he threw a nice mid-90s fastball, but his slider and changeup needed work. He's reportedly lost some of the velocity from his fastball this year, though. Without significantly improving his secondary pitches, Sneed will have a tough time matching the success he found in the lower levels, where he struck out 432 and walked 114 in 357 innings. There's some thought that with his fastball--assuming he regains it--and otherwise limited arsenal he'd be a fine closer. Maybe that's where the Phillies will try him if he doesn't start dominating Double-A hitters as a starter. 

Sneed was ranked as the No. 10 prospect in the Blue Jays system over the winter and he's still an intriguing prospect, though not a front-tier guy at this point. Still, if I were the Phillies, there's no doubt I'd rather have him at Double-A than Rob Ducey in the big leagues. 

What's going on with Matt Harrington's negotiations with the Rockies? Will he refuse to sign just because he doesn't want to pitch in Denver (sure couldn't blame him)? If he doesn't sign, will he go to college and wait three years, or will he play with an independent league? 

Thanks, 

Greg Herczeg 

I'd be very surprised if Harrington doesn't sign with the Rockies. He was the consensus No. 1 talent in the draft and the Rockies knew what they were getting into by picking him. I don't think they'd have done it if they weren't prepared to pay him accordingly. It would be silly for Harrington to turn down the Rockies just because of their ballpark when he a) is years away from playing there, and b) has no control over who picks him next time, meaning he could wind up with a team with some other drawback that he can't control. 

Harrington's college commitment is Arizona State, and I'm sure Pat Murphy would love to have him, but I doubt he'll ever suit up for the Sun Devils. 

As for the independent leagues, no premium high school player has ever gone that route before, and I wouldn't expect Harrington to either. Until a test case effectively establishes the indy leagues as a way around the draft, there's no advantage to playing there as opposed to a junior college. If a player goes the juco route he'd have the same signing opportunities as an indy leaguer, but still be able to get in a full spring and a year of education. 

I just wanted to ask you why middle relievers don't get the respect they deserve. Most of the time they are left off all-star teams, not too often they even make Baseball America's Top 10 Prospect list unless you are a high draft pick. Take Orlando Woodards, for example, who is pitching in the Florida State League. The guy has awesome numbers, especially before the all-star game, but just like always for middle guys he was left off the list. I know there are more out there but I only wanted to bring attention one so I can get your opinion on why they don't get any respect. 

Thank You 

Jimmy 

In most, but not all, cases, you can get some idea of what an organization thinks about a player by looking at the role in which he is used. Generally, a team will make sure the pitchers it thinks highly of prospectwise are in the starting rotation, especially at the lower levels of the minor leagues. They want these players to get a lot of innings so they can gain experience and the best way to do that is as a starter. In many cases an organization will even start out players it views as potential relievers in the rotation, just to get them more work. Middle relievers are often guys who are viewed as organizational players. They still have a chance to show what they can do, but they will always have to keep proving themselves to move up. 

The deck is stacked against the minor league middle reliever, but that's not to say that they can't emerge. Teams are so desperate for pitching these days that they'd be idiotic to ignore a player who is excelling in any role. Woodards is certainly making the Blue Jays take notice with his 6-1 record and 1.98 ERA this year. In 63 2/3 innings he's allowed just 46 hits and 24 walks while striking out 53. A draft-and-follow signee in 1997 after the Jays took him in the 40th round of the '96 draft, Woodards has clearly been the most effective pitcher on the Dunedin staff this year. But he's still going to have to go out and prove himself at Double-A and Triple-A before he gets a shot at the big leagues. 

The bias, if you want to call it that, against middle relievers is hardly restricted to the minor leagues. It's very prevalent in the big leagues and probably always will be. The way pitching staffs are structured these days, if a middle reliever excels for long, he'll be moved either into the starting rotation or into a more plum late-inning position in the bullpen. 

It's a rare team that has enough depth to have 10-11 good pitchers and middle relief is where the first corners are cut. With so many starters not getting much beyond the fifth inning on a regular basis, middle relievers are becoming increasingly more valuable, however. In this era of instant offense, if a starter gets knocked out in the fourth inning with his team trailing by five runs, the game is still winnable--if the middle relievers can do an effective job. 

I have been unable to track Shane Monahan this year. I noticed that he was outrighted to Tacoma in March 2000 but he does not show up on their roster. Is he still in baseball and if so where and with what team? 

Thanks, 

Bob Mayes 

Monahan has been all over the place this season. After starting at Triple-A Tacoma and hitting .296-1-8 in eight games, he was sent down to Double-A New Haven, then released by the Mariners. The Padres signed him in late April and assigned him to Triple-A Las Vegas, where he hit .179-0-5 in 13 games before being released in mid-May. In late May he signed with the Reds, who assigned him to Double-A Chattanooga, where he hit .250-4-16 in 25 games. Then it was on to Triple-A Louisville, where he is right now. In 17 games there he's hitting .322-3-11. There's still a month left in the season, so there's plenty of time for one or two more teams. 

August 1, 2000 

Wow, there were a lot of trades made in the last few days. It's almost ridiculous how many deals went down. It's always fun to see who moves at the end of July and I can't ever remember a year where this many players moved. Every time we turned around yesterday someone else was getting traded. We kept up with things pretty well, so if you missed anything, check our trade log and you'll find stories and analysis on every trade. 

I'll be doing this week's Baseball America Online chat, Friday at 3 p.m. ET. So if you have questions about the deadline deals or anything else, that will be a great time for those. For now, we'll start today's column with a couple of followup questions to topics from last Thursday. 

In one of retired umpire Ron Luciano's memoirs, he talks about an attempt to test an electronic strike zone during spring training in the 1970s. It was a big machine that used radio waves to cover the plate. The Yankees were the team in the field, and Thurman Munson was catching. As Luciano remembers, Munson discovered pretty quickly that if he stuck his glove in the back of the strike zone as the ball was pitched the machine would call a strike no matter where the ball ended up. He kept doing this and chuckling to himself, nearly causing a fight with the opposing team. 

The inventors huddled, and figured out a solution. They would put a chip inside each baseball, so that the machine would pick up the ball and the ball only. But there was one stipulation, the inventors said. "Could you not hit the ball?" they asked the hitters. "The chip is pretty delicate." 

That ended that experiment. 

David J Silbey 

Bowdoin College 

I received a few e-mails from people about the laser strike zone idea. I didn't really mean to say it wasn't technologically feasible. I should have been clearer in that regard. The technology has come a long way since Thurman Munson tricked the radio waves. I just don't think it would fly as far as ever being accepted by the game. And forget about the umpires. How are you going to tell these guys that you're taking away their single most important task? Good luck with that negotiation. 

I know we don't get a very universal strike zone called now, but there has to be another solution. Maybe I'm not in the majority on this one, I don't know. But I still would never want the game to be officiated by laser beams. If the umpires in place are so bad that a beam of light can do a better job, find some new umpires. But keep the human element in there. 

On Thursday, Gavin from Redding, Conn., noted that Wily Mo Pena was listed on the Yankees 60-day disabled list. The only transaction I could find at any Website was "Third baseman Wily M. Pena was recalled from Yankees effective Jul 13, 2000" (from the MLB Minor League Transactions page). Nowhere on the MLB site, various transactions sites or the Yankees site is any mention of Pena being put on the Yankee's 60-day DL. This brings up the following questions: 

Since Pena was put on a 60-day ML disabled list as part of the 40-man roster, does this time count towards his service time in the majors (if and when he gets there--for purposes of arbitration, etc.)? I've never come across wording like this in any transaction before. What does it mean "was recalled from Yankees"--recalled from what if he was never on the 25 man roster? Especially since in similar cases I've seen, the major league club had to call the player up and put him on the 60-day DL so he could be removed from the 40-man roster safely (Homer Bush while in San Diego comes to mind). 

Regards, 

John Verdello 

Vernon, NJ 

I don't know exactly what's up with the wording of the transaction, but the Yankees confirmed that Pena is on the major league 60-day DL. As a member of the major league 60-day DL he is entitled to major league service time. That is just another thing that makes the whole major league contract for 17-year-old players a bad idea, but it's hardly at the top of the list. 

It's logical, though, that the Yankees open a spot on the 40-man for their playoff run maneuvering by shifting Pena to the 60-day DL. They feel their immediate needs offset the long-term risk of early arbitration, etc., that come with the two months of service time that Pena will pick up. 

Given that it's trade deadline time, here's a timely question I was hoping the rules gurus at BA could help me with: 

I've read in several different places that there's a rule which says that the infamous Players To Be Named Later can't have played in the same league as the team to which he's being traded. But I can recall several deals in the past in which this rule didn't apply. Is there a loophole in that rule, or is it a new rule, or is that not the real rule? 

Nieporen@alumni.princeton.edu 

The rule states that a team can name a traded player at a later date, provided "the player has not been on the active list of any major league club during any part of a championship season between the date of the agreement and the date of the assignment." 

This is a change from how it was worded before, when the words "major league" were absent. Maybe that came about because of interleague play or something. But now the player to be named cannot be a major leaguer, period. 

I can't find any examples of this rule being violated, but my research wasn't really all that exhaustive. If anyone has a case or two that seem to conflict with this rule, send it in and we'll take a look. 

I was wondering what the status of Brayan Pena, the 18 year-old Cuban catcher whom the Braves signed for quite a bit, was? He was supposed to be at their Gulf Coast League team, but I have not been able to find any stats on him. 

Taylor Burke 

Tulsa, OK 

Pena is caught up in the same bureaucratic web that ensnared Rangers signees Jorge Diaz and Osmani Garcia earlier this year. Being a Cuban refugee he's got a lot of state department paperwork that needs to be processed before he can legally work here. Right now the Braves are figuring he'll be able to participate in instructional league, but they're not optimistic about him seeing any time in the GCL season. 

When the Dodgers drafted Ben Diggins this year, everybody was talking that he was going to be a draft pick that is easy to sign. Well, he is still not signed. Is there a hold up? I was just wondering what is going on. 

Thanks, 

Nicholas Millard 

Manteca, Calif. 

I don't remember anyone around here thinking that Diggins would necessarily be an easy sign. IMG, which represents Diggins and Orioles' first-rounder Beau Hale, took no part in the pre-draft negotiations that many agents participated in this season. There was a lot of talk early in the spring that Diggins had a shot to be the No. 1 choice in the draft. For him to slip to No. 17 isn't really a sign of where he truly stacked up in many eyes, and you'd have to think that IMG is taking that approach to the negotiations. 

The $5.3 million contract that Joe Borchard received from the White Sox last week surely doesn't help things from the Dodgers' side of the table. But Diggins has been drafted high before, as a supplemental first-rounder two years ago, and he might not want to go through the process a third time. I bet he'll sign a 2001 contract towards the end of the summer. 

I know major league teams set aside budgeted money for drafted players. Now with Joe Borchard getting $5.3 million, do you think the White Sox will have enough money to sign Tony Richie? And do you think Tony is wanting to sign with him falling in the draft? 

Dave Sparks 

Morris, IL 

It would be a surprise at this point if Richie signed with the Sox. It was looking already like he'd head to Florida State even before Borchard broke the bank. Richie was projected as a potential first-round pick before the draft and slipped to the fifth round. That's probably about the time that he made up his mind to go to school. 

FSU is convinced that Richie will be there, and they need him behind the plate. John Manuel's assessment is that was catching was the weak spot of that club this spring. 

Before Richie gets to campus he'll play a key role on the Team USA Junior team that heads to Edmonton for the World Junior Championship at the end of the week. 

July 27, 2000 

We finally had a chance yesterday to update our Top 100 Prospects Update. We originally had intended to do that around the first of each month during the season, but sometimes things don't work out quite like you plan them and we kind of missed the beginning of July. 

Anyway, the list is as current as we can make it right now and if you have questions about anyone on the Top 100, I'd advise you to turn there first. And, no, we still don't know when Nick Johnson is coming back. Apparently neither do the Yankees. So just sit tight and he'll play when his wrist feels better. 

Speaking of injured Yankees on the top 100, here's a question on Wily Mo Pena. 

Do you have any information on the injury to Yankees' prospect Wily Mo Pena, who was playing at Staten Island? Why is he listed on the Yankees 60-day DL if he was in short-season A-ball? 

Gavin, Redding, CT 

Pena injured his right knee in a collision with right fielder Tommy Winrow on July 12. He is out for the season, though the long-term prognosis looks good. He was sent to the Yankees' minor league camp in Tampa to begin his rehab and arthroscopic surgery is a possibility but they will not have to reconstruct his knee as was originally feared. 

Pena went on the major league 60-day DL because he is on the major league 40-man roster. That was part of the deal when he signed last year. Judging by the way he hit this season, I would not be surprised if he is not ready for the big leagues by 2003, when he runs out of options. With 114 strikeouts (and 20 walks) in 322 at-bats this year, he's got some work to do. 

Speaking of strikeouts . . . 

Greenville third baseman Michael Hessman is striking out at a rate that would make Preston Wilson blush (2.53 AB/K versus Wilson's 3.02). What is the minor league record for strikeouts in a season, and does Hessman have a legitimate chance of breaking this record? 

Kevin Feasel 

Not only does Hessman have no shot at the record, he's also unlikely to finish the season as the minor league leader in whiffs. Hessman's 131 (in 331 at-bats) rank third behind Clinton outfielder Samone Peters (150 in 324 at-bats) and Greensboro outfielder Andy Brown (134/331). Not to be overlooked is Lynchburg outfielder J.J. Davis, (130/347). 

None of them are likely to match the all-time mark of 220, set by San Jose's Wes Kent in 1984. Clinton has just 38 games remaining, which means Peters would have to strike out nearly twice a game to get there and I don't think he can do it. 

I was hoping that you could explain the Cubs move to trade Ismael Valdes for Jamie Arnold and Jorge Piedra. Jamie Arnold has never really done anything and has more walks than strikeouts in the minors. Jorge Piedra is in low A and the cubs have had a lot of outfielders with similar stats to his in the past that have never turned out. Maybe you could shed some light on why they wanted Piedra and Arnold. 

Mike 

Basically the Cubs' interest in this deal was saving $1.5 million by moving Valdes. He's a free agent at the end of the year and he obviously wasn't helping them in their quest for World Series glory. So they shaved something off the payroll and picked up a couple of players. Arnold is a fringe guy who could see some time on the big league staff, while Piedra has a chance to develop into an everyday player down the road. Check out Jim Callis' trade analysis for more on the deal. 

Please talk me off the ledge. Andy MacPhail recently said he's not looking to rebuild like the White Sox and has also said that one of his biggest goals is to get an extension done with Sammy Sosa. Where have I heard this before. Looks like 2001 will be another season of stopgaps and has-beens in the hopes of backdooring it into the playoffs to serve as warmup for the Braves. 

Is there any hope for this organization? Their Latin development has come a long way, but considering Jose Hernandez is the only name that comes to mind as far recent Latin players developed by the Cubs, they have a lot of ground to make up on the Dodgers, Expos, etc. I understand that Cubs scouting staff is about 33 percent smaller than some of the more successful teams like the Braves, etc. Will anyone in the Trib Towers ever understand what it takes to build a winner? Help! I'm about ready to purchase a Magglio Ordonez jersey! 

Shannon_Jaronik@cch.com 

The Cubs have a handful of nice prospects in the pipeline, starting with Corey Patterson, Hee Seop Choi, Ben Christensen, Carlos Zambrano and Mike Meyers. That's not bad, but they are not quite the White Sox. 

If I lived in Chicago and winning were an important criteria in the choosing of my favorite hometown team, I'd probably follow the Sox. If winning is what you're concerned about, buy that Magglio jersey today. If you like sitting in the sun at Wrigley, then stick with the Cubs. But please don't jump, whatever you decide. 

Is an electric/laser/computer strike zone feasible? It would make the game much more exciting. Pitchers would have a much easier time with pitches that break down in the zone if the rules were interpreted literally. Currently, an overhand curve has a 6 to 8 inch vertical margin of error, or it is a ball. 

Jim White 

No. It's not feasible. And I don't think it would be popular even if it were. I wouldn't want to see the human element taken out of umpiring, even if there is the chance the humans will make a mistake. 

July 25, 2000 

We're still trying to figure out who'd win in the Celebrity Deathmatch of Bob Feller and Pete Rose. Rose might be younger, but I think Feller is tougher and meaner. One thing's for sure: It would make great television. With any luck their comments won't be what everyone remembers from this weekend. This was Bid McPhee's time to shine and nothing Pete Rose can say or do can take away from that. 

With all that the Yankees are giving up in trades, has their system in your opinion slipped down a few spots? 

Gerald Paradine 

The Yankees have now traded four of the players from their Top 10 Prospects list (No. 3 Drew Henson, No. 5 Jackson Melian, No. 6 Ed Yarnall and No. 10 Jake Westbrook) and two others (No. 1Nick Johnson and No. 4 D'Angelo Jimenez) haven't played all season due to injury. That's a significant hit to the system. 

The Yankees, however, continued their aggressive approach in the international market, adding Cuban righthander Adrian Hernandez and Taiwanese righthander Chien-Ming Wang to the organization this year. Hernandez has climbed to Triple-A Columbus after starting at Class A Tampa and Wang is pitching at short-season Staten Island. Both are likely to appear on next year's Top 10 for New York. 

Shortstop Deivi Mendez, who signed last July, made his pro debut this summer and is hitting .298 with 13 doubles and two homers in 114 at-bats in the Rookie-level Gulf Coast League. He's only 17 and is several years away from New York, but he's got a chance to become a Top 10 guy. 

Lefthanders Randy Keisler and Alex Graman have had strong seasons, as has righthander David Walling. That the Indians didn't choose Keisler in the Justice deal speaks to how much they like righthander Zach Day. If it were me picking. 

If Johnson and Jimenez are able to come back strong, this is still an organization with a lot of talent. It's not where it was before all of the trades, but the Yankees should still be somewhere near the top when we rank the minor league talent next spring. 

My question involves Mariners prospect Juan Silvestre, currently playing for the Class A Lancaster JetHawks. I knew quite a bit about Pineiro, Chris Snelling, Bloomquist, etc., but had never heard of this guy. How good is he and what do you see in his future? 

Summerland22@aol.com 

Silvestre is a 22-year-old Dominican who has always shown good power but was viewed as a defensive liability until this season. Over the winter he worked a lot on his play in the outfield and the Mariners have seen a vast improvement. 

He's progressed with the bat as well, and has already surpassed last year's total of 107 RBIs (at Class A Wisconsin). This season at high Class A Lancaster, Silvestre is hitting .325 with 23 homers and 109 RBIs, all in 90 games. 

The outfield is a definite weakness for the Mariners and Silvestre should get a shot in Seattle eventually. The organization seems content to let him move at a level per year for now and he'll most likely move to Double-A New Haven next season. 

Where does a player like the Tigers' Adam Bernero come from? Why wasn't he drafted? Can he be considered a prospect? 

Rick Kaufman 

Bernero was drafted--twice, in fact. Once out of high school and once out of Sacramento City College, in 1996. But he didn't sign either time and went on to Armstrong Atlantic State (Ga.) College. He missed a season due to injury and was passed on in the draft in 1997 and '98. The righthander then signed before the 1999 draft as a fifth-year senior eligible. 

The 23-year-old Bernero is a guy who doesn't throw real hard, which means he doesn't light up the guns for scouts. He reminds you of the adage that stuff can get a guy signed, but it takes performance to move up. He just keeps performing well at every stop because he knows how to pitch. 

There are three important components in pitching: location, movement and velocity. Most pitching coaches would probably rank them that way in order of importance. A guy who tops out at 88-89 mph might not seem sexy, but if he gets batters out he's getting the job done. Bernero is getting batters out. 

It's not uncommon for an injury to cause a player to slip through the draft. If scouts don't have a chance to see someone in the spring, they're not likely to turn them in as a draft prospect. Naturally, the teams want to see how a player looks when he's healthy before they sign him. Once he is healthy he could be just as much of a prospect as most of the drafted players. 

Bernero has proven that he should be considered a prospect at this point. If you're interested in reading more about him, we just happen to have a story on Bernero in the new issue. 

Arizona State had a senior lefthanded pitcher this year named Will Waldrip. He may have been hurt this past season, because he threw a ton more innings last year than this year. He was a great high school player in my hometown of Flagstaff, Ariz., and we always thought he would definitely play pro ball. But I could not find him drafted anywhere this year. Can you tell me if he signed with any team after the draft, or if I missed him on some team's list? 

Dave King 

Waldrip has not signed with any pro team. I asked John Manuel about him and he said he thought Waldrip was probably beginning a Mormon mission now that he's done with school, though that was just a hunch. 

July 20, 2000 

We've got a followup question (more like invitation) today on something I said last week, when I commented about how the Sally League was getting out of control. I didn't really have the time to go into any depth then, but since someone actually wrote in and asked for my grand plan, that's what you get today. 

OK, you are the minor league czar. You stated earlier you would divide the Sally and Midwest leagues into three 10-team leagues. OK, how would you do that? What teams stay in the Sally and MWL? What teams go into the MidEast League or whatever you want to call it? 

David 

Since David has put me in charge of minor league realignment, I'm not stopping with the Midwest and Sally Leagues. I'm messing with the whole thing. 

Before I get into the details, I tried to stick to a few rules in playing god (or czar) of the minors. One, I tried not to take teams away from cities, no matter how poor their attendance, with the exception of the Florida State League. Two, no new teams in markets already taken by independent league teams, though in reality that won't likely stand in anyone's way. And three, market size and geography were the two big factors in the realignment. 

By the way, there's a lot of shuffling here and the teams are on their own to find new affiliates. With most PDCs up this offseason, that shouldn't be too much of a problem. If they need help with that later, I'll see what I can do. 

Triple-A 

First off, I'd really like to go back to three leagues here. I can't stand the 16-team behemoths like the Pacific Coast League. But since they just broke the American Association up a couple of years ago, I'll leave this be for the most part. The PCL stays the same, with the name changing to the North America League to represent better just how ridiculously spread out the whole thing is. The International League loses Toledo, which drops down a couple of classifications as a punishment for drawing such poor crowds. Akron, the attendance king of the Eastern League, moves in to replace Toledo. Ottawa, which drew a paltry 195,979 fans last year, really should have been dropped down, but there was no logical place to put it, and without a team in Canada the league wouldn't be international any more. I guess they'll have to think about that if someone ever gets around to moving Ottawa, but for now the Lynx stay put. 

Double-A 

The Texas League is immune from all the change, because none of its markets would fit logically in any other league, except the North America League, which will take anyone. 

A new team in Baton Rouge enters the Southern League, replacing Orlando, which is dropped to the Florida State League because the Rays draw just like an FSL club. Otherwise, no changes here. 

The new world order hits the Eastern League pretty hard as five of its markets are replaced. Akron, of course, graduated to Triple-A. Erie will move to the new high Class A league to be discussed later. And Binghamton, New Britain and New Haven will move to the New York-Penn League, with Hudson Valley and Lowell, Mass., jumping up to the EL. Springfield, Mass., which has been an expansion candidate for years, finally gets one as the EL just nudges out the Northern League to secure the market. (I know said I wouldn't mess with markets already taken by the indies, but Springfield is open as of now. And if they had a shot at an EL team, they'd probably be willing to back out of any agreement with the other guys.) Also joining the new EL are Lakewood, N.J., which never was intended to fit in the South Atlantic League, and Wilmington, Del., the Carolina League's northernmost member and attendance leader. 

New Alignment: EL North: Hudson Valley, Lowell, Norwich, Portland, Springfield, Trenton. EL South: Altoona, Bowie, Harrisburg, Lakewood, Reading, Wilmington. 

Advanced Class A 

Nothing's sacred here but the California League, which doesn't get messed with because it already makes sense. They get extra points for having all of their teams actually within the state for which the league is named. Minor tinkering is necessary with the troubles in Stockton, etc., but they can figure that out on their own. 

The Carolina League will have a new look. We're talking expansion here, boosting the circuit from eight teams all the way up to 12. With the loss of Wilmington, Del., we need five new markets and they are: Charleston, S.C., Delmarva, Hagerstown, Hickory and Wilmington, N.C. Hagerstown doesn't meet the expected attendance criteria, but it doesn't really fit too well in the Sally League with the new "no two-day long bus rides" policy. So it's moving to the Carolina League and will be encouraged to boost attendance by inviting the Chicken to town at least once a month. 

New Alignment: CL North: Delmarva, Frederick, Hagerstown, Lynchburg, Potomac, Salem. CL South: Charleston, Hickory, Kinston, Myrtle Beach, Wilmington (N.C.), Winston-Salem. 

You were expecting the Florida State League next? Well, you'll have to wait until we get to the low Class A leagues. Yes, the FSL has been reclassified. Its replacement in the high A world is the all-new, eight-team Ohio Central League. Dayton, Kane County, Lansing and West Michigan have proven they deserve to move up by dominating the Midwest League in attendance, so they will move here. Erie and Toledo, as mentioned before, both drop down from higher classifications, while Mahoning Valley moves up from the New York-Penn League, where it dominated attendance last year. The eighth team will be the new SAL club in Lexington, Ky., a city that is neither Southern nor Atlantic. 

Alignment: OCL East: Erie, Lansing, Mahoning Valley, Toledo. OCL West: Dayton, Kane County, Lexington, West Michigan. 

Low Class A 

In addition to losing four teams, the Florida State League has been dropped to low Class A. Kissimmee and St. Petersburg have been rumored to be on the chopping block anyway, so say goodbye to them. So long as well to Charlotte, Lakeland and Vero Beach. The arrival of Orlando from the Southern League puts the new league at 10 teams. 

New Alignment: FSL East: Brevard County, Daytona, Jupiter, Orlando, St. Lucie. FSL West: Clearwater, Dunedin, Fort Myers, Sarasota, Tampa. 

The Midwest League has also dropped to 10 teams. This was a simple procedure, with the four teams previously mentioned (Dayton, Kane County, Lansing, West Michigan) defecting to the Ohio Central League. 

New Alignment: MWL East: Beloit, Fort Wayne, Michigan, South Bend, Wisconsin. MWL West: Burlington, Cedar Rapids, Clinton, Peoria, Quad City. 

Finally, we've reached the league that started it all. The one league that doesn't seem to understand the concept of regional geography. Oh, South Atlantic League, look what you've caused. As punishment for getting so out of control, the Sally League has lost six teams, cutting it back to a reasonable 10. Gone are Charleston, S.C., Charleston, W.Va., Delmarva, Hagerstown, Hickory, Lakewood, Lexington and Wilmington, N.C. Two new markets, Montgomery, Ala., and Tallahassee, Fla., join the fray. All of the above movers have been mentioned already except for Charleston, W.Va., which is just too darned far away from the rest of the league. And as the league's worst existing draw (Cape Fear doesn't count since it's moving to Lakewood next year), it doesn't warrant any leniency. Charleston moves to the newly expanded 12-team Appalachian League. 

New Alignment: SAL North: Asheville, Augusta, Capital City, Greensboro, Piedmont. SAL South: Columbus, Macon, Montgomery, Savannah, Tallahassee. 

Short-season Leagues 

As discussed earlier, the New York-Penn League made a few swaps with the Eastern League and lost Mahoning Valley to the Ohio Central League. Binghamton, New Britain and New Haven might find more success here, relative to their lower gate expectations. 

New Alignment: McNamara: New Britain, New Haven, New Jersey, Pittsfield, Queens, Staten Island, Vermont. Pinckney-Stedler: Auburn, Batavia, Binghamton, Jamestown, Oneonta, Utica, Williamsport. 

The Northwest and Pioneer leagues are fine just the way they are. Which leaves us only the Appalachian League to tinker with. Charleston, W.Va., hasn't done so well in the Sally League, but it would be a fine Appy League city. Blacksburg, Va., joins as an expansion city, boosting the league to 12 teams. 

New Alignment: Appy East: Blacksburg, Burlington, Charleston, Danville, Martinsville, Pulaski. Appy West: Bluefield, Bristol, Elizabethton, Johnson City, Kingsport, Princeton. 

July 19, 2000 

We have a special Wednesday update to Ask BA this week, giving John Manuel a forum to present his view of the college ball vs. Rookie ball argument. Here it is: 

Comparing the level of pro ball to college baseball is extremely difficult, starting with the difference and bats and the difference in money. The first thing I'll say is college baseball, to me, is a lot more interesting because it matters who wins the games. Does anyone have a vested interest in Martinsville vs. Pulaski, or Ogden vs. Helena (where both teams are in the same organization)? That to me makes the intensity and quality of play--not necessarily the caliber--infinitely better in college baseball. Players dream of playing for LSU or USC. They don't dream of playing for Burlington, N.C. 

I'll also agree with James that any comparison of college ball to Double-A is a joke. There might be four or five players in the country who could step into Double-A in a good year, but not usually. Pat Burrell didn't play Double-A in his first pro year, and neither did Eric Munson, the first two college players picked in the draft in 1998 and 1999. The first picks in 2000, righthanders Adam Johnson and Justin Wayne, have both been sent to the Class A Florida State League. 

Pro teams aren't limited by anyone in how they acquire players, which college teams have to shoe-horn in a lot of lesser players onto teams (i.e., walk-ons and players who don't even want to play pro ball) onto their rosters. That said, I think you have to base any comparison on what college teams put out there for their weekend series, because that's what they are built for. If college coaches had to build their teams for six-seven games a week (and some do, in leagues in colder climates such as the Big 10, Big East and Missouri Valley), their clubs would look very different, with all of their scholarship money likely going to pitchers, instead of current rates of about 70 percent. 

Anyway, I think NCAA tournament teams at the Division I level would fare well in a three-game series against a low Class A team, and I think your top-echelon teams, such as LSU, Stanford, etc., will put up a fight in the Carolina League, Cal League and FSL. I think those teams would beat most of your Appy and Pioneer League teams. (Of course a manager in the Appy League would think it's better than college ball! He probably got turned down for a college job that would have paid a lot more and involved a lot less travel.) 

But over a full season of 50 games in the Appy League, with wood bats, the level of talent in Rookie ball is generally going to be higher than it is on a college team. 

Basically, the biggest difference in the way John and I view the question is in defining it. I think in order to make a valid comparison the college team should come over and play a 68- or 76-game schedule like the Appy and Pioneer Leagues, with almost no days off. John wanted to bring the Rookie teams into the college environment, where they would play a big weekend series and maybe a meaningless midweek game or two. The college schedule obviously helps the thinner college teams, which don't have the pitching depth to play every day. 

We both agree that we don't disagree by much, because we can see the other one's point. But what fun would things be if everyone agreed on everything all the time. This episode has hatched the idea for future point-counterpoint debates on Baseball America Online. So be on the lookout for more in-fighting, er, reasoned debate. 

July 18, 2000 

This could be a record for longest Ask BA, and there are just three questions today. If you happen to be interested in the topics, you like it because there's plenty for you to read. If you're not, well, see you Thursday. 

How would you judge the quality of play in a good college conference compared to professional rookie leagues? 

Dan Jensen, Claremore, OK 

I actually had this same conversation a couple of weeks ago with a manager in the Appalachian League. We seemed to be in agreement that the advanced rookie leagues (Appalachian and Pioneer--not the complex leagues) are on the whole probably slightly ahead of the top college conferences. It's possible that I could hear about this from a colleague or two down the hall, but I'll stick with my answer no matter what John Manuel says. 

I've heard the argument that most college players who sign pro contracts debut in low Class A or short-season Class A leagues, so college ball must be the equivalent of A ball. (I've also heard that stretched to Double-A, but that's a complete joke.) It's not that simple. You have to factor in more than just the college juniors and seniors who sign contracts every year if you're going to make a valid comparison. Every college program includes freshmen and sophomores who are not as polished as the upper classmen, as well as a lot of players who will never play pro ball. 

Of course, there are a lot of young talented players in advanced Rookie leagues that might not play every day in a top college program. They would likely be sitting the bench their first season or two in college, but they're in the lineup in the Rookie leagues and they're likely to make a few errors and have their share of struggles at the plate. 

The raw rookies aren't the only ones out there, however, because many players in the Rookie leagues are actually college products, some from top programs that regularly reach Omaha. Each team in the Appy League is allowed twelve 21-year-olds, while each Pioneer League team is entitled to 17. So you have several teams out there, especially in organizations that have a complex league in addition to an advanced Rookie club, that field lineups that regularly include 4-5 college players. There are a lot of juco players on the rosters as well. 

One concession to make in favor of the colleges is there are no Jason Youngs or Justin Waynes in the Rookie leagues. Those guys skip right past. But there aren't really too many pitchers like that in college, either. 

Most colleges are lucky to have one guy like that, typically their Friday starter. College teams generally play three big games a week, plus one or two nonconference games. Their pitching staffs are set up for a three-man rotation, with each starter throwing once a week. For the purpose of this argument try to adapt an imaginary college team to the world of everyday play and you'll see that their pitching staffs thin out in a hurry. The starters would no longer be throwing 130 pitches a game, so they'd need to get into that vulnerable bullpen. 

Outside of slipping a couple of college teams into the Pioneer League there's really no way to settle the debate for sure, but that's what makes it a fun theoretical argument. Thanks for the question, Dan. 

I was curious as to why your publication does not cover junior college baseball. I play junior college baseball in Tampa. The pitchers that we faced this year threw harder than most of the pitchers in the College World Series. I throw 94 mph, but due to the chance to sign as a freshman or sophomore, I opted for junior college. 

Many people think junior colleges are for players with a lower skill level. In fact, junior college is a haven for draftees who don't sign. I was just wondering if there was a reason that you choose not to cover junior college. Even if you didn't cover it regularly, a list of top Juco players or some articles would definitely give people the right idea about it. Just because I don't attend a big school, which I will after my two years of Juco, I don't think that I should be slighted attention when I am as good as or better than many of the players named in your magazine. 

ThrowHeat2020@aol.com 

The reason we don't cover junior college ball in any depth boils down to resources. We simply don't have the manpower to do it. We have two college writers who focus primarily on Division I schools, because that's where the majority of our reader interest seems to lie. 

With our relatively small staff, we rely heavily on correspondents to cover different levels of baseball for us. For example, we have a correspondent for each minor league, each major league team, each foreign league, etc. But we can't set up a similar operation with the small colleges, because there's just no one out there who covers them in any detail. 

It would be nice to see that change in the coming years, because there's a lot of good baseball being played at non-DI schools and there are a lot of pro prospects out there. Don't take it as a personal slight that we don't give you or your school any coverage. We know you're out there. We just don't have the resources to cover everything. 

My son played baseball for our recreation dept. in our small town. He sat on the bench more than he played. He's 9, in his first year of playing. He attended all scheduled practices. Most of the boys on his team have played for years, with the exception of my son and another little boy. These two boys sat on the bench most of all games. 

My problem is it's recreation where all children should be treated fairly and be able to play. They didn't have to try out or meet certain requirements to make the team. It isn't a private team. I think it should be more about child development, than winning. Baseball in my little town is politics, on the Who's Who of baseball. You would think it's the professionals playing out there. 

I am a lover of baseball myself, but not with playing for the recreation dept. My rec dept says they agree, so we'll see if they do anything, or make any changes for next year. I would love to hear your comments or suggestions. 

Connie Pitts, Eatonton, Ga. 

I guess I can answer this with perspective of both the kid who rode the bench in Little League and a coach who occasionally had a semi-regular bench squad. 

It's disappointing to see kids as young as 9 being stuck on the bench consistently. It's easy to understand why so many kids give up on team sports at an early age. It is supposed to be about fun, especially in the early years, and it's not much fun for a kid to be the designated bench warmer at 9 years old. 

Like many other rabid baseball fans out there, I was not the most gifted player in cleats in my Little League days. I only played organized baseball for two years, when I was 12-13. I was well behind most of the other boys having started so late, but my first year I didn't do too badly because the league I played in dropped me down a level to play with mostly younger kids. I did pretty well that year, pitching and playing just about everywhere, including shortstop--as a lefty. Not that there were many 6-4-3 double plays turned on a regular basis. 

My second year, was a different story. Little League is set up so 13-year-olds move to the big diamond and I had to jump basically two levels, because I was behind the year before. I generally got my two innings and one at-bat and felt lucky if I could coach first base after that. 

The reality of youth sports is that in most cases the children who are not as talented are not going to play as much. That's not really fair, but it's the way life works, especially as kids get older. It's a shame that it would already be the case with 9-year-old kids, because I'd have to guess that in most cases there isn't that much difference between the talent level of the boys out there. 

Two things are likely to happen when kids become the designated bench warmer at that age: one, they won't improve as much as the other boys and fall further behind, or two, they'll quit playing. And the shame of that is, that since some kids are just late bloomers, perhaps they'll give up on a sport before they might have otherwise caught up to their peers. 

Perhaps what youth sports needs is a level for kids who just aren't quite as good as the others. It might seem like a stigma to be in the lesser league, but if the tradeoff is a comfortable environment for kids to learn and have fun, I think I wouldn't mind my child playing there. I should have been in a league like that myself. Not all kids are going to make the varsity team in high school, but that doesn't mean they shouldn't enjoy playing. 

I don't want to make this sound like I think every coach out there who doesn't split the playing time up evenly is a bad person. There are surely some that play favorites, but there can be more to it than that. I have to confess there were certain kids on our teams that got more bench time than others. We were coaching 13- and 14-year-olds, and by that age there is a bigger difference in ability level. We tried not to base our decisions strictly on that, however. 

Attitude and enthusiasm were more important than ability in deciding playing time for us. A big part of a kid's attitude is desire, and there were a couple of kids I can remember that didn't have much of that. They were really not very good ballplayers, but they didn't really seem to want to improve, either. After three months of practice they'd still prefer to let a fly ball drop in front of them and pick it up and throw it in then try to catch it. They'd still prefer not to swing the bat when it was their turn to hit. And it's hard to feel like a child that's not making much effort during the game deserves to take playing time away from a child that plays like he really loves to play. 

Sometimes I wondered when I was coaching if some of the kids who were out there even wanted to be there. Or if they went out for baseball because their parents thought it would be a good way for them to make friends or just interact with other kids. There were definitely a few that seemed to have no interest in playing the game. 

So before you get upset that your child is not playing much, ask him if he really wants to. It's possible he doesn't like playing at all and is just doing it because you suggested it. 

It's also possible that he loves to play, and he's just as disappointed as you are that he's not getting his fair share of playing time. If that's the case, I'd strongly suggest seeking out a new team for him. If you're in a small town it might be difficult to find other options. But if you know other parents who are disappointed with their children's opportunities, perhaps you can help organize a couple of teams for kids who just want to play and haven't been getting the chance in the existing leagues. Then you can create an environment where participation and fun are stressed over winning, and in the end your child is likely to improve his skills more that way. 

July 14, 2000 

Once again we got off schedule with Ask BA this week. I was busy up north, first attending my cousin's wedding, then the Triple-A all-star game in Rochester. It was nice to get away for a few days, but nice to be back as well. 

I was the natural choice to cover the all-star game for us because my father lives up in Rochester and that meant I could visit my family and get some work done at the same time. My father has lived up there for 20 years now and I've been there nearly a hundred times, but I think I gained a new appreciation for the city of Rochester this week. They did a first-class job hosting the game and I can't imagine how much better things could be at a major league event. 

Tuesday, the day before the game, they held the skills competitions at Frontier Field and allowed fans a great opportunity to get autographs and allow the media access to the players and coaches. As nice as that was, however, the most impressive part of the whole trip for me was the All-Star Gala held that evening at the George Eastman House. For those not familiar with Eastman, he was the founder of Kodak and a renowned philanthropist for whom several things in Rochester are named. I had never been to the Eastman House before, but I am quite sure I will go back. It's huge, it's stocked with early 1900s furnishings to be authentic to the era in which it was built, and it's surrounded by beautiful gardens. Throughout the house are numerous museum displays on photography as well as Eastman and the early days of the Kodak company. The next time you visit Rochester for that hot Red Wings-Mudhens matchup, make time to go check it out some afternoon. 

The other big highlight for me as far as the game went, was just meeting various people up there. That's always one of the best things about these kind of events, especially when you can put a face with a name that you've been dealing with already. 

In the spirit of the all-star game, let's start off our questions today with one on an International League all-star. 

What do you think about Danny Peoples? He has had a good first half putting up some pretty good numbers. Do you think the Indians will bring him up for the pennant chase? Is there a place for him in Cleveland? 

Thanks, 

Matt Jahn 

Milwaukee, WI 

Peoples is looking this year like the kind of prospect the Indians envisioned when they drafted him in 1996. And he's probably better than many others envisioned when the Indians took him. At the time Peoples was regarded as a signability pick. The Tribe had had difficulty signing its previous two first-rounders (David Miller and Jaret Wright) and worked out a predraft deal with Peoples for $400,000 as the No. 28 pick in the draft. 

The Indians immediately moved Peoples from first to third base, the opposite direction that most young position-switchers move. They later tried him in the outfield for a couple of seasons before returning him to first base, which is where he has played all year this year. 

There are two signs that to me indicate Peoples will get a shot in the big leagues, most likely next spring. One is the fact that he's found consistency and cut down on his strikeouts. He's batting .296 with 15 homers and 52 RBIs for Buffalo and has drawn 39 walks against 66 strikeouts. The other sign was the Dave Justice trade. Obviously that didn't impact Peoples' situation immediately, but I think it will prove to be the first of a chain of moves that will result in some younger players landing in Jacobs Field. 

I think Peoples with either be one of the young players to get a shot there, or he'll be included in one of the upcoming deals. Will his name be added to the list of Indians trade regrets that includes Jeromy Burnitz, Sean Casey and Brian Giles? It's possible, but if Cleveland decides it needs to deal to make a postseason run, that might be a chance they take. 

I had the opportunity to talk with Peoples up in Rochester and he said he was surprised when Justice was traded, but it's not really his nature to pay too much attention to what's going on in Cleveland when he needs to focus on what's happening in Buffalo. He's got the maturity a team would hope for in a younger player (25) and a great attitude about baseball. I expect he will become the next solid young hitter to emerge from the Indians system. If you want to read more about him, check out the Triple-A All-Star Notebook. 

I keep hearing the high Class A Florida State League will go from 14 to 12 teams, and two teams will be added to the South Atlantic League in an attempt to keep a balance of High A and Low A teams. I understand it's supposed to happen after the 2000 season. So who's moving? I hear Vero Beach, but they have so much tradition at Dodgertown. And I keep hearing Kissimmee, the Houston affiliate--but they took the league title in '99. I also hear rumblings that one of the two may entice St. Pete to leave because two teams must go to keep things even. Everything's still up in the air, but can you shed any light on what's going on? 

Jaxen11@aol.com 

The strongest contenders still appear to be Kissimmee and either Vero Beach or St. Petersburg. There might be a lot of tradition in Vero Beach, but it's for the major league spring training much moreso than the FSL club. And if the Dodgers can look past that and consider moving their spring training facility west then their FSL affiliate is hardly sacred. And I hate to break it to you, but Kissimmee's league title means nothing as far as all of this is concerned. They may have finished first on the field, but they were dead last at the gate, drawing 33,789 fans in 1999. Of course, if you added all of those fans to the gate count up the road in Orlando, the Rays would just have edged out Knoxville, playing in its final season at Smokies Park last year to escape the attendance cellar in the Double-A Southern League. That's not much of a market for minor league baseball and title or no title, that's one of the easier choices the leagues face. 

Of course, I'm not a fan of the 16-team look in the South Atlantic League. Had John Henry Moss asked me (maybe he did during his speech at the Sally League all-star game, but like everyone else I fell asleep) I'd have strongly suggested dividing the Midwest and South Atlantic leagues into three 10 team circuits. What is the point of having a league so large that you don't play half of the teams? That's what they are likely to do next year in the Sally League, with teams only playing against others in their division. 

We did a big story a few years ago on how the minor leagues would stack up if it were up to us, and it's almost time to dust that off and tinker around with it a little. There's just no way that it makes sense to have teams from New Jersey and Kentucky joining what is no longer the "South Atlantic" League. Their answer to the Savannah to Lakewood, N.J., road trip is to save it for the playoffs, if necessary. Mine would be more along the lines of reclassifying teams from certain leagues to create better geographical fits. Ever notice how every minor league--with the exception of the International and Pioneer leagues--is named for a geographical region? There's are a couple of reasons for that, the chief ones being time and money. Next time you see a minor leaguer, ask him if he prefers a four-hour bus ride or a 12-hour bus ride. His answer should coincide with that of any minor league GM, because the longer trips cost more money. 

I'm not one to call for a shakeup just for the sake of change, but it's time for Minor League Baseball to take a good hard look at the way their leagues are set up and think about a reorg. And if it's tradition some people are trying to hold onto, I think you could make a strong argument that traditional minor league baseball would involve less sprawl and more evenly matched markets. That seems to be precisely what we are getting away from. 

I'm a longtime Pirate fan but I was asleep at the switch for this one. I seem to recall that in the early-90s Pittsburgh lost two top prospects (Wes Chamberlain and someone else) because they were accidentally put on waivers and claimed by the Phillies. If one of the players was Chamberlain, who was the other ? And what exactly happened ? I haven't been able to find out the specifics anywhere. I hope you can help. 

Sincerely, 

D.Harrel 

At the end of August in 1990, the Pirates made a mistake that looked at the time like it would prove costly for a long while. General manager Larry Doughty asked waivers on outfielder Wes Chamberlain and Julio Peguero, intending to withdraw them if the players were claimed. As you may know, after the July 31 trading deadline, any player who is dealt must first clear waivers. It is common for teams to place nearly their entire roster on waivers, simply pulling back the players who are claimed by other teams. 

The problem for Doughty was that the waivers he asked on his top two outfield prospects happened to be irrevocable, meaning he was unable to pull them back. Once the Pirates realized their mistake, they tried to make the best of it. Doughty worked out a deal with the Phillies, where Chamberlain and Peguero were sent to Philadelphia for outfielder Carmelo Martinez. The Pirates were in first place at the time, and Martinez was a handy bat to add to their roster. Still, it wasn't a deal Doughty would have made under normal circumstances. 

Of course, with the benefit of hindsight, one now would wonder why all the fuss over two outfielders who never did much in the big leagues, but at the time they were highly rated young players. 

In Baseball America's [Early] Draft Preview, James Jurries is listed as ranked 47th among the possible college draft picks. He was drafted in 1998 by the Cleveland Indians in the 34th round. He played second base for Tulane and was a second-team All-American [in 1999]. How come he did not get drafted or did I just overlook him in the draft? 

tmack76@hotmail.com 

That preview was done before the season started, and Jurries had such a struggle this year that his stock dropped significantly this spring. He didn't get his offense going until the tail end of the season, and he had enough troubles defensively that he was moved to the outfield. With him draft-eligible as a sophomore I think most teams probably figured he was likely to return to school for a third season and just didn't bother spending a pick on him. One would have to expect he will be a different player next spring, because he's certainly capable of more than he showed this year. 

By the way, we now have available a search feature for this year's draft list, so you can look up anyone you're curious about if you didn't see where they went. (And don't ask about the search feature for the stats. That's still a sore subject. We hope to someday bring that back, but no promises on how soon that will happen.) 

July 6, 2000 

With the release of the All-Star Game rosters yesterday I half expected to be flooded with e-mail from people wondering why one of their local favorites was left off the team. But you know what, we didn't get a single question about the reserves. I guess that must mean they actually did a pretty fair job picking the teams this year. 

The only e-mail I can even remember on the subject came in about a week ago from someone upset that Cal Ripken was voted in ahead of a more deserving Troy Glaus. I agree there. If the sentiment exists to honor some longtime all-stars like Ripken, it would be more appropriate to do so as a reserve. But I have to hand it to the fans this year, other than Ripken, there can be a strong case made for every player voted into the starting lineup. And hats off for the Jermaine Dye selection. Not that I'm a big Jermaine Dye fan, but it just shows someone is paying a little attention when a player from Kansas City gets voted in. Next year everyone get together and try to work on a Twin. That would be something. 

Don't forget about the other all-star game this weekend, the Futures Game. We'll have coverage of that right here on Sunday, and it will be shown live on ESPN2 at 3 p.m. Here's a Futures Game question to get us started today. 

I noticed that the original roster from last year's Futures Game had to be retooled a few times because players like Octavio Dotel were called up to the majors. Is that the reason that more Class A and Double-A talent is on this years roster or is it that the bulk of minor league talent is at the lower levels right now. 

Jonathan 

Virginia Beach 

You can chalk it up to coincidence this year if there seem to be more younger players in the Futures Game than there were last year. Even still, we didn't get off easy with the moves. There were four roster changes made today. White Sox righthander Jon Garland and Diamondbacks righthander Geraldo Guzman had to be replaced because they were promoted to the big leagues, while Twins second baseman Luis Rivas (cut hand) and Cardinals outfielder William Ortega (sprained ankle) were both injured. White Sox lefthander Mark Buehrle, Astros lefthander Wilfredo Rodriguez, Twins second baseman Ruben Salazar and Cardinals outfielder Luis Saturria were named as replacements. 

I noticed that the Braves have two relievers having outstanding seasons in Class A Myrtle Beach: Brad Voyles and Billy Sylvester. Sylvester has given up a combined 29 hits and walks this year in 42 innings pitched while striking out 43, and Voyles has given up 26 hits and walks combined in 34 innings pitched while striking out 36. Are these guys for real? Their stats sure do make it seem like it. Whats up? 

Atlanta Jim 

Sylvester and Voyles teamed up last year at low Class A Macon and pitched well, but that was nothing compared to what they're doing this year. Sylvester is now 3-0 with a 0.64 ERA and 15 saves and Voyles is 3-2, 0.53 with 12 saves. They've given up a combined 25 hits in 76 innings. That's just sick. 

Both are 23-year-old righthanders. The 6-foot-5, 218-pound Sylvester signed as a nondrafted free agent in 1997 out of Spartanburg Methodist (S.C.) JC. Voyles was drafted in the 45th round in 1998 out of Lincoln Memorial (Tenn.) University. 

Relief pitchers in the minor leagues play an interesting role. They are nearly always overlooked as prospects because most organizations keep their top young arms in the rotation. Even pitchers who are being groomed as future closers often spend at least a season or two in the rotation, just to get their innings in. 

For a pitcher, especially a late-round draftee or nondrafted player, to advance to the big leagues he needs to keep getting hitters out at every stop. So far, Sylvester and Voyles have done that--and a little more this year. 

What are the chances some big league team picks Ryan Halla up? He's currently dominating in a closer role for the Elmira Pioneers of the independent Northern League. He's a big kid (6-foot-4, 240 pounds) and his numbers are awesome. He was a starter in college (Auburn) and for the Pirates farm system before they let him go. Any chance he'll get a nod from a team in need of closer prospects? 

Thanks, 

John 

Halla was actually a reliever in the Pirates organization, making 118 appearances in three minor league seasons at the Class A level. He had a strong debut in 1997, going 1-1 with a 1.75 ERA in 32 games at Augusta, but he wasn't quite as successful in two seasons at Lynchburg and the Pirates released him in spring training. 

At Elmira this year, Halla is 0-2 with a 0.92 ERA and 15 saves in 19 appearances. He's struck out 29 and walked seven in 19 2/3 innings. If he keeps this up all summer, he will almost certainly get signed by some major league organization and given another shot next spring at winning a job. 

The thing is, most teams aren't going to give Halla a serious look as a potential major league closer, because he doesn't throw very hard. When you talk about him getting a shot as a closer prospect understand that someone might sign him to close for one of their farm clubs, but if he gets the job done there and advances, he'd be much more likely to be a set-up guy in the big leagues. Most teams want someone who throws smoke coming out for the ninth inning. They also like to have guys in the minor leagues who can close games out. But there is often very little correlation between what a team looks for in a closer in the minors and what they are looking for in the big leagues. 

I see the red and white emblem "HA-LO" in the dugouts of many stadia. I have no idea what it means and it's always been one of those little things that bother me. Any help? Advertisement for a company I've never heard of? Some kind of bizarre, inside baseball cult thing? 

Thanks. 

Mike Koblish 

I, too, have wondered about this mysterious HA-LO. I figured it was more than just the Angels fan club, but I really had no idea what it was. Fortunately, every company in America now has a Website, and most of them you can find just by typing in the company's name. I tried www.ha-lo.com and lo and behold, there it was. 

HA-LO is, as near as I can tell, a big-time consulting company that works with businesses to organize events, sponsorships, retail operations and a lot of other stuff. If you want to know more you can try to figure it out for yourself by checking out their site. 

The bigger question for me is, does that kind of advertising work? If all anyone sees is your logo, and they have no idea what you do or what you're selling, how effective can that be? Heck, it's not cheap to advertise in a major league stadium, let alone all 30 of them. I'm not really a business shark (though I was briefly--very briefly--enrolled as a business major in college before thankfully switching to communication), but advertising sometimes fascinates me in a way. Just trying to figure out exactly how it works and why some people would think certain types of ads would work makes an interesting study. We're so inundated with ads of every type that it's second nature to tune most of them out. Do they really seep through? Are you likely to even act upon your curiosity and try to figure out what some mysterious company is selling as in the case of HA-LO, or will you just ignore their omnipresent ads? If not for this question, I'd have continued to simply ignore them as I'd guess most of the rest of you would. At least until they started slapping their logo across the front of the jerseys. 

July 5, 2000 

I hope everyone enjoyed a safe and entertaining Independence Day yesterday. There was plenty of baseball on TV, and I caught some of that, but my baseball highlight was a trip to my summertime haunt over in Burlington. Saw some first-round picks, some fireworks, some rain. What more could you ask for? 

Rocco Baldelli, the Devil Rays' first-round pick, looked good, showing off a strong arm and running the bases well. The first thing that strikes you when you see him is how thin he is, his legs especially. Corey Smith, on the other hand, is pretty well built. The Indians' first-rounder has shown flashes of great athleticism, but for now his range at third base is not too impressive. With his natural ability, though, I'm sure that will improve over time. 

We had a nice conversation with a parent of one of the other Indians players during the last few innings of the game. Tim Finnerty, the father of Burlington third baseman Francis Finnerty, had driven up from Florida just to watch last night's game. He was planning to get back on the interstate after spending a little bit of time visiting with his son after the game. That's a lot of car time for one ballgame. And the bummer is if he had gotten there a night earlier he'd have seen his son go 4-for-4 with a couple of home runs. 

I guess that's one of the things I like the best about the lower levels of the minor leagues. It's still a big family thing for a lot of the players. The parents come out as frequently as they can to see their boys in action and you know for most of those kids it probably means a lot, too. No young man out on his own for the first time really wants to admit it too much, but it's nice to have your folks around occasionally to cheer you on. 

And in most cases the parents are great people to talk with. We get the opportunity to meet a lot of interesting people at games: scouts, players, reporters, etc., but in many cases the parents are the most fun to talk to. Most of them love to talk about their son for some reason, too. 

Anyway, that's how I spent my Fourth of July. I hope Tim made it back to Florida safely and I'm sure I'll see him again in Burlington before the season's over. 

Now, here's today's column that would have run yesterday if it hadn't been a national holiday. 

I'm a big White Sox fan and recently they demoted Kip Wells after he struggled in his first full major league season. What usually happens when guys with talent like that aren't successful in their first major league season and what do you think will happen with Kip? 

Thanks, 

Andrew 

It's not unusual for a good major league pitcher to struggle in his first big league shot. In fact, it's almost more uncommon for them not to. Wells had 25 minor league starts under his belt when he made his major league debut last year. He's been up and down a couple of times this year, and he still has a few things to learn. But he can take solace with the company he's keeping. 

Greg Maddux went 2-4 with a 5.52 ERA for the Cubs in a late-season callup in 1986. The following season he was 6-14 with a 5.61 ERA and earned not one, but two return tickets to Triple-A Iowa that August. He's rebounded nicely. 

After going 3-0, 2.42 in a four-start trial at the end of the 1988 season, Randy Johnson began 1989 in the Expos rotation. After an 0-4, 6.67 start he was sent to Triple-A Indianapolis. Less than a month later he went to the Mariners in what was then known as the Mark Langston trade. 

Yankees relief ace Mariano Rivera was sent back to Triple-A Columbus after a 1-2, 10.20 showing in a one-month trial in New York in 1995. He returned later in the season and posted a 5-3, 5.51 record overall in 19 appearances for the Yankees. 

Astros righthander Shane Reynolds was brutalized in eight major league appearances in 1992, going 1-3 with a 7.11 ERA. He looked so bad the Astros let him spend nearly the entire 1993 season in the minors, as he made just five big league appearances that year. In 1994 he was back in Houston for good. 

Jose Lima, who lest we forget was good only last year, had a difficult time breaking into the big leagues. He made 15 starts with the Tigers in 1995, going 3-9 with a 6.11 ERA. He started the following season at Triple-A Toledo, then bombed in another big league trial early in the season, going 0-4, 8.02 in five games. He came back to the major leagues in July and pitched in the bullpen for the rest of the season, finishing with a 5-6, 5.70 record. 

So don't worry too much about Wells. He seems like he's got good enough makeup to handle the temporary disappointment of getting shipped out once or twice. And he's got the ability to put things together for the White Sox before too much longer. But they're just not in a position to be too patient with a struggling pitcher right now, because they're concentrating on winning their division. 

Greg Wooten of New Haven has been unbelievable this year, with six walks in 103 innings, to go along with a 10-2 record, 2.61 ERA, and three shutouts. Has his control always been that good? Given that he's in his mid-20s, does he figure into the Mariners' long-term plans? Any word on when he'll get promoted to Tacoma? It seems like he has nothing more to prove at Double-A ball, and I'd love to see a guy who can throw strikes that well trotting out of the M's bullpen some day soon. 

Thanks, 

Lior 

Wooten has generally shown good control throughout his career, but he's been ridiculous this season. Last year he walked 30 batters in 114 innings, which is on the slightly stingy side for a minor league pitcher. This year, however, he's gone to another level. 

A third-round pick out of Portland State in 1995, Wooten underwent Tommy John surgery in 1998 and returned to action less than a year later. He's 26 now, and plenty ready for a jump to Tacoma. The problem is, the Rainiers already have more solid starters than they can fit in their rotation. Right now they are starting Ryan Anderson, Joel Pineiro, Kevin Hodges, Pat Ahearne and Ryan Franklin. Tom Davey has made 10 starts there as well, though he's now in the bullpen. Freddy Garcia is there on a rehab assignment, but is scheduled to start for Seattle on Friday. But his promotion likely means Robert Ramsay goes back to Tacoma. He could start or relieve. So there's not really room for Wooten right now, and he's likely to stay at New Haven until that changes. 

Someone else sent in a question asking whether I thought the Mariners would try to deal someone like Pineiro, since they had too much pitching. I certainly don't think they would go out of their way to eliminate whatever pitching backlog they may have on the horizon, because you can never have too much pitching (ask the Indians or Yankees right now). But they might be willing to part with an arm at the end of the month if they feel like they need to do so to improve the major league team for the stretch drive. 

What do you think of Charleston first baseman Josh Pressley? I was pretty impressed looking at his numbers there; good average, almost a 1-to-1 strikeout-to-walk ratio, only three homers but a huge number of doubles (which presumably will turn into homers as he matures). It's his second year there but he's just 20, so that doesn't seem like a big deal, although maybe it is. As I recall he was considered a first- or second-round talent when he was drafted but fell because of a college commitment. Anyway, is he a prospect? 

Alan 

St. Pete 

Pressley is having an impressive year at Charleston, batting .312 with 31 doubles, three homers and 40 RBIs in 298 at-bats. Throw in 31 walks and 34 strikeouts and you have a kid who is driving the ball on a regular basis while showing some knowledge of the strike zone. Yeah, he's a prospect. 

Pressley hit .243 with 22 doubles and nine homers at Charleston last year. Though he's repeating the league, he's still only 20, so that's not old for the competition he's facing by any means. 

Coming out of Fort Lauderdale's Westminster Academy in 1998, Pressley was considered an early-round talent, but his commitment to Florida frightened some teams a little. The Devil Rays, however, didn't have a first-, second- or third-round pick because of free agent signings. So when Pressley was still on the board in the fourth round, they grabbed him, figuring he was the closest they could come to getting their own first-rounder. They were willing to take the gamble on his signability and less than a month later he signed for $750,000 and made his pro debut in the Rookie-level Gulf Coast League. 

I've heard about the Diamondbacks Jerry Gil but I haven't seen him on any roster yet. I know he is very young and was the eleventh ranked prospect on the Diamondbacks but what is his potential and who would you most compare him to in the majors? 

Jon Mendez 

Secaucus, NJ 

Gil is playing at Rookie-level Missoula, where he is hitting .174 with seven RBIs and 10 errors through 13 games. Gil, who signed for $767,500 last November, has drawn comparisons to the best shortstops in baseball, Alex Rodriguez and Derek Jeter. I haven't seen him play and I'm not sure I'd stick a tag like that on a 17-year-old kid anyway, so I don't have a comparison of my own for you. 

The Diamondbacks think he will become quite a player, with a strong arm, good power and some speed. They had originally talked about starting him at Class A South Bend to open the season, but apparently thought better of it. It's probably just as well that he begins his career at Missoula. 

June 29, 2000 

So, the crazy day has finally arrived. Mr. Rocker goes to New York. What's the over-under on how many Duracells get smuggled into Shea this weekend? I suppose the whole thing might be interesting if we weren't quite so tired of hearing about the Rocker story over and over for the last six months. We finally have some hope that the Elian Gonzalez saga will fade away from the front page, but I really am not so optimistic with the Rocker circus. 

A couple of years ago, a fellow BA staffer witnessed an exchange between then-Richmond lefthander Rocker and some fans at the Durham Bulls Athletic Park. The fans were ragging him about something, perhaps the way he relaxes by doing challenging calculus equations to pass the time in the bullpen. Finally, after Rocker had heard just about enough, he replied to the fans something along the lines of, "A pox on you, my friends. But soon I shall be pitching in the major leagues and perhaps you will watch me on your television. I'm going to try earnestly and make a fine career for myself, while you remain here harassing other innocent baseball players." 

That might not have been the exact quote, but it went pretty much along those lines. I believe our friends up at Shea will be in for more of the same this weekend. 

As for the rest of us, it's time for some Ask BA. And we'll start with a question that is obviously on a lot of people's minds, because I've seen it from at least four people this week. 

I'm a big Dodgers fan, and I have been waiting for the short-season leagues to start. The reason being is that I can't wait to see Jason Repko in action. To my surprise the league started last week and he hasn't appeared in any of the box scores. Is he hurt, or what is the deal? Please help. 

Nicholas Millard, Manteca, Calif. 

Repko missed time with a hamstring tear this spring and the Dodgers are bringing him along slowly at Yakima in the short-season Northwest League. He's day-to-day and will probably return to the lineup sometime in the next week, but the Dodgers want to be cautious to avoid having him reinjure his leg. 

Any predictions on players you think will have monster second halves? 

Thanks, Kevin 

I really have to think that several of our highly ranked prospects who have struggled thus far will break out, but that's kind of taking the cheap way out. So, without relying on Sean Burroughs, Corey Patterson and Vernon Wells, I'll look for players who weren't ranked among the first 10 in our Top 100 Prospects list--like No. 11 Dee Brown. 

Brown has already started to heat up, and his resurgence seems to have been sparked by a late-May suspension where the Royals sent him back to extended spring training for a few days. He returned to action June 1 and is hitting .301 with seven homers and 19 RBIs in the month of June. I think he will continue to hit like that throughout the second half because he is simply a better player than he showed over the first two months. 

I would be surprised if righthander Adrian Hernandez did not dominate the Eastern League, assuming he's left at Double-A Norwich long. El Duquecito is 4-1 with a 4.18 ERA there after five starts and has struck out 38 in 28 innings. He should just be getting back into his groove about now after not playing since he defected from Cuba in the winter. 

Shortstop Felipe Lopez and second baseman Mike Young have both been holding their own at Double-A Tennessee thus far this season, but they are capable of much better. Lopez is hitting .256 with six homers and 23 RBIs after making the jump from low Class A Hagerstown. He has cut down some on his strikeouts, but he's also proving very difficult to walk. After drawing 61 bases on balls last year, Lopez has just 11 this season. If he can find a little more patience in the second half the rest of his offense should improve. Young is hitting .286 with six homers and 46 RBIs. Last year he batted .313 in the Florida State League and stole 30 bases. 

I'm not sure about monster second halves, but I'd expect to see some pretty good numbers from several others as well, like Triple-A Charlotte outfielder McKay Christensen, Double-A New Haven outfielder Jake Weber, Class A Macon second baseman Pat Manning, Class A Savannah righthander Ryan Dittfurth and Rookie-level Kingsport shortstop Enrique Cruz. The Mets pushed Cruz to Class A Capital City to start the season, but he struggled there, hitting .185 in 157 at-bats. The No. 7 prospect in the Rookie-level Gulf Coast League last season, he gets a fresh start at Kingsport and should benefit from the exposure to some better pitching earlier in the year. 

In the second round of the 1999 draft the Brewers selected catcher Kade Johnson. I heard they signed him but I cannot find his name anywhere in their organization or any other. Can you give me any info on where he is? 

Rbrazgel@deltamed.net 

Johnson reported to spring training with a rotator cuff injury. He had surgery this spring and is expected to miss the entire season. 

Earlier in the year, I had heard that Phillies prospect ReggieTaylor was going to miss the season with an injury. Now I see that he's back up and playing for their Triple-A affiliate and doing quite well. Can we consider this a break-out year yet? 

Fred 

Royal Oak, Mich. 

Taylor is hitting well at Triple-A Scranton/Wilkes-Barre, batting .336 with 17 extra-base hits (six doubles, five triples, six homers) in 134 at-bats. That part looks great. The 26-to-4 strikeout-to-walk ratio, however, does not. 

Taylor has always been a tools guy, and his slow march through the Phillies system looks like it might finally end with him becoming a major league player. There have been several times that looked like it might not be the case since he was drafted in the first round in 1995. But for him to really arrive, he's going to have to start showing better control of the strike zone and take a walk more than once a week. And if he doesn't start drawing free passes at a significantly higher rate, I'll predict he finishes the season with a sub-.300 average (probably somewhere near the .266 he hit last year). 

I am looking for some information on Nate Grindell. How old is he? What do you think about him? His stats look really good. 

Tom 

Grindell, 23, signed as a nondrafted free agent with the Indians in 1998 after attending Hill (Texas) JC. Last year at short-season Mahoning Valley, he batted .315 with 20 doubles, five homers and 47 RBIs in 267 at-bats. This year he's showing even better power with 20 doubles and 15 homers in 287 at-bats at Class A Columbus. He's hitting .296 and ranks among the leaders in the South Atlantic League with 60 RBIs. 

I really don't know a whole lot else about Grindell, except that he likes birds. If you want to learn more about his favorite pets, check out this story from the Columbus Ledger-Enquirer. 

June 27, 2000 

We're back on a normal schedule around here this week, with no all-star games or drafts to interfere with the production of Ask BA. And that means the column is ready before lunchtime. That's always the goal, but it often doesn't get met for whatever reason. There's a lot going on around here most of the time. 

But today, here it is. Four questions, four answers. It's time for lunch. See you Thursday. 

I was wondering what you thought about Calgary first baseman Nate Rolison. He has shown improvement at every level. He also has begun to hit for power. Maybe more importantly he has cut down significantly on his strikeouts. Could he be an impact player? He is nowhere to be found on any of your top prospects lists. 

Thanks 

Matt Jahn 

Milwaukee, WI 

Rolison has improved significantly as he's climbed through the Marlins system. A second-round pick in 1995, he's shown moderate power throughout his career, though he's always been projected as a guy with outstanding power potential. Strikeout totals of 170, 143 and 150 from 1996-98 overshadowed much of his production. Last year he cut his strikeouts to 112 and drew a career-high 68 walks while hitting .299 with 17 homers and 69 RBIs at Double-A Portland. 

This year he's taken things a step further, hitting .325 with 16 homers and 49 RBIs in 206 at-bats. He's also drawn 36 walks against just 40 strikeouts. So a guy who had a 3-to-1 strikeout-to-walk ratio over a three-year period, has cut that down to an outstanding 1-to-1 ratio. 

In an organization where many of the top prospects have had trouble controlling the strike zone, Rolison's accomplishment should not be overlooked. Had his drastic improvement come a year earlier, he might have had a shot to beat out Derrek Lee for the first-base job this spring. But Lee instead fended off Kevin Millar and has actually improved his game quite a bit this season, cutting down on his strikeouts while increasing his walks. I thought at one point he would never be able to do that, but he looks like he has, at least through the first half of this year. 

Will Rolison become an impact player? I'm still not sure I'd go with that description, but I guess that depends on your definition of "impact player." When I hear those words I think five-tool superstar. I think Rolison will really have to hit for big-time power to become an impact player at first base. He might be able to do that. 

I have a couple questions about Milwaukee farmhand Jose Mieses. First, based on sheer numbers he may be the minor leagues' premier pitcher! He is 10-2 with an absurd strikeout-to-walk ratio and an ERA that has been below 2 most of the year. That being said what can you tell us about this guy, I have read on this site before that he has great control, knows how to pitch, yeah that is obvious--he doesn't walk batters, Ray Charles could tell me that! What does he throw, how hard does he throw it, age, demeanor, etc.? 

Second, is this kid on the fast track because I just don't know how much more he can gain by pitching at low A? I know one of your pet peeves from reading your column is the premature movement of prospects but what is continuing to obliterate hitters going to do for him? Should a challenge (a la the rapid advancement of Ben Sheets) be in order for this guy? Even to high A, not suggesting the majors or Triple-A but this seems counterproductive. Any thoughts appreciated. 

JTHermansen@aol.com 

It's funny you should mention Ray Charles, because I was talking to him the other day. While slurping down Pepsi, he gave me a scouting report on Mieses. Ray said Mieses locates his fastball very well, but the key to his success is his ability to throw two breaking pitches for strikes. Mieses, 20, throws a solid curve, and uses a palmball for his changeup. He generally is able to ride one of them throughout a game, even if the other isn't working that night. His fastball is not overpowering, but it works well for him because of the location and the way he's able to mix in the breaking balls. 

You might think that the Brewers would want to rush him along through the system since they are so thin on pitching prospects. But they are taking the exact opposite approach, figuring that they have little room for error with their top prospects and they want to take a cautious approach with Mieses' development. You know I don't mind seeing a guy get that full year in low Class A, so I like the Brewers approach here. I disagree that it's counterproductive to keep a guy in the Midwest League for a full season. Every young pitcher has something to work on, even in low Class A. I don't mind the rapid advancement with older prospects like Sheets, but what's the rush with the young guys? 

By the way, just to give credit where it's due, my Ray Charles scouting report actually came from Tom Haudricourt's Brewers organization report that appeared in Baseball America a couple of issues ago. 

The BA Minor League Transactions are reporting a lot of releases of players. It strikes me as odd that organizations would be releasing players so soon after the start of minor league seasons. Is there a pattern here, for example, clearing minor league rosters now that the draft has been held and the organizations are getting a better idea of who this year's players will be from the lowest levels on up to Triple-A? So that some players will have to be released at, say, Double-A to make room for players who originally had been pegged at Class A for 2000? Or is it as simple as a reality that there will be releases of players from minor league contracts each week of the baseball year? 

Thanks, 

Tom McCullough 

York, PA 

There are a few definite danger periods for players in jeopardy of being released. One is right after the season ends. Another, and easily the biggest release time, is toward the end of spring training. And the third danger zone comes in June, after the draft. 

Once the draft is held and teams begin signing new players, they have to slot out all of the guys who were previously on some nebulous short-season rosters in extended spring training. Teams can reserve up to 35 players on every short-season roster throughout the offseason, but once those leagues begin play, the active limits drop to 25 for short-season Class A and 30 for Rookie-level teams. 

Additional players can be kept on the disabled list, up to the reserve limit of 35. 

Of course, the organizations have just added numerous players from the draft and someone has to go. So some players who didn't show much in extended spring get their walking papers, as do others at higher levels throughout the organization. 

Several teams seem to use their short-season rosters during extended spring training as free parking to get them extra roster spaces for their full-season clubs. This practice must not be technically illegal, though I have to think the commissioner's office would want to discourage it in some way. 

It's kind of curious how certain teams keep "sending" their starting pitchers to extended spring training after each start. The players aren't actually going anywhere except onto a short-season roster until their next start. Once June rolls around and the short-season rosters get filled up with players who will actually play in short-season leagues, the organizations can no long float extra players out there like that. That means someone needs to get cut. 

The players who get let go in spring training are really more fortunate in many ways. They still have a chance to hook on with one of the independent leagues, etc. But for the players who are released in June, it's difficult to line up another job because all of the other leagues have begun and the other 29 organizations are all in the same boat as the one they just were released by. 

Which state do you feel is best for playing ball if you're going the Junior College route, Texas or stay in California? From the position of where would I get most Division I or pro scout exposure. California has an overload of talent, so it's hard to get noticed. 

Jrtailoff@aol.com 

It might seem like it's hard to stand out in California, with so many other good players around, but look at the flip side of that and think about how many scouts there are to see all of those players. It's not uncommon to read a story about a young player who says he first got noticed because scouts were coming to see one of his teammates. With the juco programs out in California, I'd have to think there are more scouts at those games than there would be anywhere else in the country, except maybe Florida. 

Texas has some fine jucos as well, but if you're already in California, it seems like it wouldn't make much sense to leave. Plus, your mom probably wants to see you pitch a few times. 

June 22, 2000 

There really was going to be a column on Tuesday. Really. In fact, it was nearly finished on Monday night down in Charleston, S.C. But I was using a laptop and not my familiar computer and I stupidly didn't save the file correctly. Then Tuesday morning, I went to open it and finish it off and ended up writing over everything and wiping out about two hours worth of work. Needless to say at that point it was too late to redo it all and there was no Tuesday Ask BA. 

Whenever something like that happens I'm always reminded of the line near the end of "A Christmas Story," when the neighbor's dogs have torn into the kitchen and destroyed the turkey. As the family is standing around in shock, Ralphie's dad just matter of factly says, "Okay, everybody get dressed. We're going out to eat." 

I got over my shock pretty quickly and went out to eat Tuesday (but not to a Chinese restaurant), to the South Atlantic League all-star luncheon at Charleston Place. That was terrific. Sure, John Henry Moss went on a little too long, but other than that the lunch was great. Then the pregame festivities at the park were great, and the game was great (at least the last couple of innings were) and the post-game party was pretty good. To sum it all up, I had a lot of fun down there and I'm not one bit sorry that you didn't get a column on Tuesday. 

As for my observations from the game, here are a few: 

• Augusta outfielder Lew Ford can absolutely fly. It's funny how you develop a mental picture of guys based on their name and stat lines. Then you see them in real life and they don't look anything like you expected. Ford doesn't look real fast in street clothes but, boy, is he ever speedy. He ripped a ball into left field and as I generally do, I followed the ball before looking back to the infield to pick up the runner. I expected to see Ford somewhere in the vicinity of first base, but he was already cutting the bag at second, and cutting it perfectly. He made it to third easily. I heard a rumor that he was getting promoted to Double-A Trenton after the game, so maybe that was his last appearance in an Augusta uniform. 

• Josh Hamilton really is as nice as everyone says he is. He was still down on the field signing autographs when I left the stadium, and several other players had already showered and were getting on the bus. That's not a knock on them, because every player seemed willing to sign autographs for anyone who asked. It's more just a credit to Hamilton. 

• Joseph P. Riley Jr. Ballpark is a nice facility and a really tough place to hit home runs. That doesn't make for a high scoring home run hitting contest, but it was still entertaining. You just couldn't take for granted that any ball, no matter how hard it appeared to have been hit, was going to get out. It's not the dimensions of the stadium that causes that. It's the wind, which seems to be constantly blowing in. 

• Charleston is a cool city and I need to get back there. If you like historic old cities, you will like Charleston. 

If you want more from the game, check out our minor league all-star coverage. You'll find updates there from every game that's been played so far, not just the Sally League contest. Now for a few questions. 

I've been searching the Internet to find out where a couple of young draft picks are playing, but to no avail. I'm hoping you can give us some insight. We've all heard about Rick Asadoorian, but to be so highly touted I can't seem to find him on a minor league roster. I even went to the Lowell Spinners Webpage; they've got an updated 2000 roster but he's not on it. Is there a chance he'll play the second half in the South Atlantic League? The other player in question is Expos pitcher Josh Girdley. Thanks for your time and consideration. 

Steve Williams 

Asadoorian is playing in the Rookie-level Gulf Coast League. I'd say there is probably not much chance he will be in the South Atlantic League this year, though sometimes young players who perform very well in Rookie ball are called up to a full-season league for the last week of the season. 

Girdley is on the Vermont roster in the New York-Penn League. 

Do you have or could you get your hands on Ron Guidry's minor league stats? 

Thanks, 

Bill 

Guidry began his career with Johnson City in the Rookie-level Appalachian League in 1971 and played six seasons in the minors, half of them as a reliever. Here are his numbers 

	Team
	
	W-L
	ERA
	G
	IP
	H
	BB
	SO

	Johnson City,
	'71
	2-2
	2.11
	7
	47
	34
	27
	61

	Ft. Lauderdale,
	'72
	2-4
	3.82
	15
	66
	53
	50
	61

	Kinston,
	'73
	7-6
	3.21
	20
	101
	85
	70
	97

	Haven,
	'74
	2-4
	5.26
	37
	77
	80
	53
	79

	Syracuse,
	'75
	6-5
	2.90
	42
	62
	46
	37
	76

	Syracuse,
	'76
	5-1
	0.68
	22
	40
	16
	13
	50


Interestingly, after his unbelievable showing as a reliever in '76, he reverted back to the rotation as a rookie in 1977 and quickly became one of the best in the American League. 

Before the year, BA had Xaviar Nady ranked as a possible No. 1 pick. It turned out that he went in the middle of the second round. Did his stock drop that much, did BA over-estimate his worth, or is it simply a matter of him being a difficult signing? If he will be tough to sign, has San Diego given any indication of whether or not they're going to offer first-round money? Does Nady's future look like first base, since the Padres organization is all set to coronate Burroughs at third base for the next decade? 

Michael Dominguez 

Oshawa, Ontario 

Nady's stock seemed to dip a little as the year progressed, but that doesn't account for him slipping to the second round. Strictly on talent, he should have gone somewhere in the 8-15 pick range. His fall was based on money and the fact that he wanted a major league contract. 

Nady is believed to be looking for something in the neighborhood of $3 million, plus the big league deal. It's unlikely the Padres are going to come anywhere near that. What that means is he'll have to decide toward the end of the summer if he wants to come down in his price or stick to his guns and either go back to school or head for the independent leagues next year. 

If Nady does sign, he probably will be moved to first. He did play second as a freshman at Cal, but he's really more of a corner guy now. 

Hi, 

I caught this item on your transactions page (which, by the way, is a great feature because nowhere else can one find such a comprehensive list of player movements.) 

Quad City--Sent SS Francis Alvarez to Hagerstown in the Blue Jays organization in exchange for RHP Mike Romano. 

I'm kind of a fan of Mike Romano, who has established himself as a reliable Triple-A pitcher and strikes me as the type who will get his share of chances in the big leagues if he stays healthy. What can you tell me about Francis Alvarez, and can you speculate on why big league organizations make deals like this (Triple-A player for low-A player)? 

Thanks, 

John Reid 

Alvarez, who is actually better known as Jimmy Alvarez, is a 20-year-old Dominican who was batting .224 with four homers and 21 RBIs at Quad City. He was mainly a shortstop last year, but had spent much of this season at second base. He's a switch-hitter with a little pop for a middle infielder, and he's willing to take a walk, as his 81 bases on balls last year indicates. 

I'm not sure that Romano really will get his share of chance in the big leagues. He's in his eighth professional season and has three big league games under his belt. He has become a solid Triple-A starter, though, and as guys like Dave Eiland have proven, if you stick at it long enough, someone eventually might give you a chance. At 29, Romano is several years younger than Eiland and he could very well get the call to Minnesota and turn in a couple of solid seasons for the Twins. But if you ask him, he probably won't tell you that he's gotten "his share" of callups to this point. 

Realistically, Romano is the kind of pickup that most teams make in the six-year free agent market each winter. He was, in fact, a six-year free agent last winter and re-signed with the Blue Jays. The Twins picked him up now to help fill out their rotation at Salt Lake. 

I'd look at this trade as two teams trying to fill some organizational holes by swapping a couple of players who have a shot at the big leagues but aren't regarded as top-notch prospects. Teams swapping players to fill holes in the minor leagues is not uncommon. In fact, towards the end of spring training every year, there are a dozen players dealt for "future considerations" or players to be named, just because one team has too many players at a certain position and another needs someone to play a certain role on one of its farm teams. 

June 15, 2000 

I've seen a few questions this week about draft signings and when we're going to have those. The answer is, soon. Very soon. Like tomorrow. Some teams have already signed 20-25 picks, while others have barely a dozen under contract. But the short-season leagues get underway tomorrow with the opening of the Pioneer League season and there should be some sense of urgency for most teams to get cracking on the signing front about now if they haven't already. Anyway, look for the first list of signings sometime tomorrow and we should update them every couple of weeks throughout the rest of the summer. 

Talk to me about Timoniel Perez. He is on a tear in Norfolk. What's his minor league background? What's his future? 

Josh Orenstein 

Phoenix, AZ 

The 23-year-old Perez played in the Japan Major League from 1996-99. He signed originally with the Hiroshima Carp and played in their academy in the Dominican Republic. His best season in Japan was in 1998, when he batted .296 with five homers and 35 RBIs in 230 at-bats. 

This winter he played for Licey in the Dominican League and though he didn't play much during the regular season, he was the regular center fielder on the Dominican squad in the Caribbean Series in February. 

The Mets signed the lefthanded-hitting Perez for something in the neighborhood of $300,000 in March and he got a late start on the season. After a short stop at Class A St. Lucie he was moved up to Triple-A Norfolk, where he is hitting .452 in 42 at-bats. Considering his experience level, it's not surprising to see him play well in the minor leagues. 

As for his future, Perez has been pegged as a fourth or fifth outfielder. He stands about 5-foot-8 and will make his way by playing the little man's game of speed and defense. 

Did Zeph Zinsman sign as a draft-and-follow with the Mariners and if he did, how much did he get? I didn't see him on your draft-and-follow signing list. 

Wally09@mediaone.net 

Zinsman, who was drafted by the Mariners in the 23rd round of last year's draft, did not sign with Seattle. They offered him $100,000, but he wanted substantially more than that, and after what hm did this spring at Mission (Calif.) JC, it's understandable that he felt he was worth more. He hit better than .500 with 18 homers in 165 at-bats and was named the junior college player of the year in Northern California. He also pitched for his team, with a fastball that reaches 90-91 mph. Of course, he wasn't drafted as a pitcher, but he does have arm strength and enough athleticism that he's not just a lumbering first baseman. 

Amazingly, Zinsman was not drafted this year, though he was regarded as a 5th- to 10th-round talent. He's!heading to the Jayhawk League this summer and unless he draws enough attention to become this year's version of Bobby Kielty (who went undrafted out of Mississippi in 1998 only to elicit multiple bids after starring in the Cape Cod League that summer), he'll go to Louisiana State. 

Mission coach Todd Eagen told me that Zinsman really didn't seem to mind not getting drafted and that he wants to play major college baseball for a year to show everyone what he can do and just experience Division I ball. 

I have been watching Bobby Bradley and Josh Hamilton very closely this year. Both players have looked amazing through most of the first half of the season. Even though Hamilton hasn't hit for much power, do you believe it will explode in the second half of the season? Also when and where do you think Bradley and Hamilton will get promoted? Because I don't see much use for them to stick around in low A-ball and waste their time and my patience. 

Rory 

One of my biggest pet peeves is seeing an organization move a player along too fast, which in my opinion ultimately retards his growth. Another is hearing fans clamor for such promotions. There have been so many cases where a player gets rushed through the minor leagues and flops out of the big leagues two years later—when he should just have been arriving in the first place. The player who is so accomplished that he has nothing to gain by a full season at low Class A at age 19 is truly rare indeed. In fact, I'd argue he doesn't exist. 

Hamilton is an exceptional talent and there's not much he doesn't do well, but I'm sure he'd tell you himself that he doesn't much care for his 12-to-51 walk-to-strikeout ratio this season. He is definitely capable of hitting for more power as well, and will likely do so in the second half. And Bradley looks dominant when he's twirling his curveball past inexperienced South Atlantic League hitters, but he had his most frustrating outing of the season (and his last before getting sidelined by what the Pirates hope is minor arm soreness) a week and a half ago when the Pirates told him to mix more fastballs in and cut back on his breaking stuff. I had the pleasure of attending that game—a duel between Bradley and Asheville's Chin-hui Tsao—and I can tell you Bradley's curveball is exceptional. But he really did have trouble spotting his fastball and he struggled at times in that game. 

I'm not saying that Hamilton and Bradley would be adversely affected by a jump to high Class A at the midseason break (next week). In fact, they've earned the opportunity to move up to the next challenge. But it's ludicrous to say that they are "wasting their time" in the South Atlantic League. 

And I hope you were kidding about your patience, because that's really the least of anyone's concern. What's the rush? Did you draft them onto your fantasy league team? The average player takes 4-5 years to get to the big leagues from Rookie ball, and the majority of big leaguers take 2-3 years to establish their level of performance. So seven years from now you can enjoy your minor league superstar as he leads your squad to the championship. Assuming that he makes it and your league is still together. I'm not sure which of those has the longer odds. 

I have a question about the status of a couple of Oakland A's prospects that I'm hoping that you can answer. What has happened to Kevin Miller, who was the A's third-round draft pick in 1998? In addition, another 1998 draft pick, Donato Calandriello, has not appeared in any box scores this year. 

Regards, 

Marc 

I turned to our longtime Athletics correspondent Casey Tefertiller for help with these questions and he came through as I knew he would. Miller has yet to play this year because of the same ankle problem that kept him out all last season. It has just never healed correctly and he's not able to play on it. 

Calandriello hasn't pitched this season because of a shoulder injury. He's not expected back any time real soon. It's a shame, because Tefertiller says the lefthander was throwing well in spring training before going down. 

I saw your column and am wondering if you can help me on this baseball rules question. The people I have asked are split on their opinions on this one, and I need to find out what the real answer is: Runners on second and third, one out. Batter hits a fly ball to right field. Runner at third tags up, but the runner at second does not tag up. Right fielder makes the catch and throws the ball in. After the runner on third has tagged up and safely crossed home plate, the ball is thrown to the second baseman who tags second base. The runner on second is ruled out for not tagging up, this is the third out of the inning. Does the run count? 

Thanks for your reply, 

Bill Cole 

Milwaukee, WI 

The run counts because the out was not a force and the runner on third scored before the out was recorded at second base. 

June 14, 2000 

Hope everyone enjoyed the Justin Wayne chat yesterday afternoon. It sort of made up for the lack of a Tuesday Ask BA (of course it kind of caused the absence of the Tuesday Ask BA because instead of having the time to write the column, I had to run the chat). People still got to ask questions, I just wasn't the one to answer them. It was great to have an opportunity for people to interact with Justin like that and I think he enjoyed it, too. So thanks to John Manuel out in Omaha for lining that up. 

Overall the chat went fairly well, though there was almost too much interest in it. The extra traffic once again temporarily crashed our site. We're hoping to remedy that shortly, as it happened on draft day as well. We know that can be frustrating for you, to try to log onto our site and have nothing happen. Of course if you multiply your frustration by about 50 you can imagine how we feel when it happens. Anyway, we want to make a few changes here so that won't be the case any more and maybe the next time we do a chat everyone will be able to follow along for the entire hour. 

In other news, the Cardinals finally completed the Fernando Vina deal with the Brewers and we were sadly misinformed this spring when we were told the two players to be named would be early 1999 draft picks. One of them was a '99 draftee--but it was righthander Matt Parker, St. Louis' 31st-round pick. Catcher Eliezer Alfonzo, who signed with the Cardinals out of Venezuela in 1996, was the other. 

Parker was 2-2 with a 2.59 ERA at Class A Peoria in 26 relief outings this season. Last year he went 1-1 with a 2.59 ERA in 23 games at Rookie-level Johnson City. Alfonzo, a New York-Penn League all-star last year, was hitting .309 with 16 doubles, five homers and 21 RBIs this year at Peoria. 

Back on March 10 when the question was asked here I took a stab at two players and guessed righthander Josh Pearce and second baseman Covelli Crisp, based on the criteria of early picks who were eligible to be traded before June 20. If I were a Brewers fan I think I'd rather have seen the named Pearce and Crisp in the transactions column this morning, but Parker and Alfonzo aren't too bad. 

As could be expected, we're seeing a lot of draft-related questions lately, so we start things off in that vein today. 

The Marlins drafted Adrian Gonzalez first, which is good, however their second-round pick intrigues a lot of people more. Do you feel that Jason Stokes will sign with the Marlins and if so (a) who do you like better, Gonzalez or Stokes, and (b) do you see him moving positions and why? 

Thanks, 

Ian 

If I were going to guess, I'd say Stokes will go to Texas in the fall. The only reason he slipped in the draft was because of money. The Marlins made it well known that they were not looking to spend bundles of cash on this year's draft. That's probably what it will take to sign Stokes. If he still feels that he's worth what he thought he was worth before draft day, he's certainly not going to want to sign. 

I think it actually hurts the chances of Stokes signing to have gone to the Marlins at 40 instead of going 39 or 41 or anywhere around there. Knowing that they have already shelled out $3 million on Gonzalez makes it unlikely there's enough left in the kitty for him. He'd actually have been better off to slide to the Athletics at No. 60, the Diamondbacks at No. 69 or even the Mariners at No. 116. At least then he'd have been at the front of the line when it came to tapping into his team's draft budget. 

As for the Marlins, it was a little easier to take a risk on their second-round pick knowing that their first pick was already locked up. Taking a shot on Stokes was a gamble, but one with a potentially great upside and not so much to lose. If Stokes decides that he'd really like to sign and get started on a pro career, he'll have to come down substantially on his asking price. And if he does, the Marlins wind up with the No. 1 pick as well as a player who was thought by many to be a potential No. 1 pick not long before the draft. 

If Stokes does sign, I think the Marlins would be wise to play him in the outfield. He did play some outfield this spring, if only to show that he was capbable of playing out there. First base is the position many players land at when they prove they can't handle other positions, such as left or right field. It only makes sense to give him some time out there to see if indeed he can handle the outfield and let him play his way to first if necessary. And considering that Gonzalez is regarded as an excellent defensive first baseman, he'd get the nod over Stokes there anyway. 

I was wondering what you thought of the Braves' draft? A lot was made of the number of picks they had in the early rounds. The biggest question here is that the Braves, being a team not to shy away from signability issues, took almost an entire starting infield (Scott Thorman, Aaron Herr, and Kelly Johnson) while Bobby Hill and Xavier Nady were still on the board. Do you think the Braves shunned these players due to the fact they have Scott Boras as their agent/advisor or is there truly a need for the Braves to have a competitive Rookie-league team? 

To this extent, the Braves also neglected to draft a first baseman (Taggert Bozied) with these picks (Galarraga isn't getting any younger and a recurrence of cancer is not out of the question [knock on wood]), do you believe that the Braves feel that they have someone to fill this position in the near future (A.J. Zapp, Wes Helms) or are the Braves shunting needs in the draft with the hopes of picking up a free agent when the time comes? Also what do you think of the pitchers taken by the Braves (Adam Wainwright, Kenny Nelson, Bryan Digby, Blaine Boyer, and possibly Scott Thorman if his bat doesn't work out)? 

Much has been made of the Braves' farm system, but since Chipper Jones, it doesn't seem that the Braves have drafted many major league contributors (John Rocker, Kevin Millwood and Rob Bell are the only ones that jump immediately to mind), although they have had great success internationally (Andruw Jones, Rafael Furcal, Odalis Perez, Bruce Chen). With the ban on international free agent signings because of Wilson Betemit, I was thinking that this had to be a pivotal draft for the Braves, and yet they passed on more ballyhooed players to get player's who look to me more like Jacob Shumate, Jamie Arnold and Troy Cameron than people that can produce on a championship caliber team. Do you agree with this assessment or do you believe that I am probably being too harsh on players who have yet to play a professional game? 

Thanks, 

Paul Ponder 

P.S. I did not want to bring it up but I feel almost as if this letter beats around the question without actually asking it so I guess I have to ask it: Do you believe the Braves (and other teams) intentionally avoided players that may insist on more money to keep in line with the wishes of Sandy Alderson of keeping first year player's signing bonuses in check? If so, then what is to come of the teams that do not sign these players and those who do? I believe that it will be obvious that the teams who do have a substantial advantage over those who do not, and hence kill the entire purpose of the draft. 

Since 1991, when the Braves took "can't-miss" Arizona State center fielder Mike Kelly with the No. 2 pick in the draft, Atlanta has picked a grand total of three college players in the first five rounds of the draft. That’s three players in nine years (lefthander Carl Schutz, Southeastern Louisiana, 3rd round, 1993; righthander Joe Nelson, San Francisco, 4th round, 1996; righthander Matt McClendon, Florida, 5th round, 1999) and none in the first two rounds. 

The Braves as a rule just don't draft college players. I think their decision to pass on Bozied, Hill and Nady had zero to do with Scott Boras and everything to do with an organizational philosophy that stresses drafting high school talent. High school players by nature are bigger risks than college players. They are three years younger and hence, in most cases, 2-3 years further from the big leagues. But only by signing a kid out of high school does an organization get to mold him into the player they want him to become from the start. The same goes for international players, and the six-month signing ban, by the way, was just for the Dominican Republic, not for all foreign signings. 

From my viewpoint, I'd say the Braves are one of the teams out there that least cares about fielding a competitive team in Rookie ball. That they do is a factor of their ability to scout and sign good young players. There are so many organizations out there that stock their farm clubs with five "prospects" and 20 "fillers." In many cases the fillers are college players assigned to a level where they will be almost guaranteed to produce. Then two years later they are released when they are unable to perform at higher levels. This is not Atlanta's approach. 

The Braves acknowledged on draft night that they didn't pick a lot of players that were ranked high by our magazine. But I wouldn't draw the conclusion from that that they drafted players who were unworthy of being taken in the first four rounds. (Their haul included nine players in the first four rounds.) Given what they've done over the past decade, I'll give them the benefit of the doubt, especially when it comes to young pitchers. 

In recent years the Braves have added Jimmy Osting, Kevin McGlinchy, Jason Marquis, Matt Belisle, Scott Sobkowiak and McClendon via the draft. Other than McGlinchy they are all yet to contribute at the major league level (though Marquis was recently called up). But that's not a bad collection of arms and even at their various minor league levels, they all have trade value should the Braves choose to address an immediate need. 

As for the final question, yes, I think it was quite obvious that many teams avoided certain players because of bonus demands. And this has become prevalent enough in recent years to bring into question the validity of the draft. As much fun as it is, I think the draft has probably outlived its usefulness. 

That said, however, teams are proving to be shortsighted in many situations when they pass on a player solely for monetary purposes. I think every team in retrospect would love to sign Rick Ankiel to a $2.5 million contract. And they all had a shot at him in 1997. As long as the draft is the system in place for distributing amateur talent teams are only hurting themselves to consistenly pass on premium talent because of money. 

How long before draftees report to their assignments? When are assignments handed out? 

Joseph Thomas 

Most draftees will report to short-season leagues, which begin playing next week. In most cases teams will send college players to the Northwest and New York-Penn leagues and high school players to the Rookie-level Gulf Coast and Arizona leagues. Teams in the advanced Rookie-level Appalachian and Pioneer leagues are stocked with both high school and college players. 

Some advanced college players, mostly from the larger Division I schools, will go to full-season Class A teams. Some have already been assigned to these teams. For example, Expos 17th-round pick Derrick DePriest was sent to Class A Cape Fear a few days after the draft. He's already appeared in three games for the Crocs. 

June 8, 2000 

All apologies for the absence of Ask BA on Tuesday, but there was this little thing called the draft going on and it took up all of our attention. We're getting back onto a normal schedule now and we'll start things off today with a couple of draft related questions. 

I saw that the University of Miami had five players they had signed picked in the first round. Also I assume other high school signees were chosen in other early rounds. What is your opinion on what will become of Miami signing class? 

Andy 

I'd be surprised if any of the five first-rounders end up at Miami. Shortstop Luis Montanez (No. 3 pick) has already signed with the Cubs. Lefthander Joe Torres (No. 10, Angels), lefthander Sean Burnett (No. 19, Pirates) and shortstop Corey Smith (No. 26, Indians) are expected to sign fairly quickly. Shortstop David Espinosa was regarded as a potential No. 1 overall pick at one point a few weeks before the draft but slipped to the Reds at No. 23. His fall had everything to do with Scott Boras being his agent. That won't be an easy sign for Cincinnati, but it will probably get done at some point this summer. 

After that the next two Miami recruits selected were fourth-rounders Zach Miner (Braves) and Raul Tablado (Blue Jays). The Blue Jays don't usually let too many picks get away from them, so expect Tablado, a shortstop, to sign. Last year the only player in the first 22 rounds not to sign with Toronto was righthander Brandon Lyon (14th round) and he signed as a draft-and-follow this spring out of Dixie (Utah) JC. The Braves have been nearly as effective in recent years, but they are willing to gamble picks on tough signs and occasionally lose out on a player who has his heart set on college. With nine picks in the first four rounds, the Braves could stand to let one or two slip through and Miner could be one to go to school. 

Another Braves draftee, righthander Tim McClendon, is likely to head for school after going in the 25th round. McClendon is the younger brother of Braves prospect Matt McClendon, who turned down the Reds out of high school. Righthander Danny Touchet went to the Reds in the 31st round and is also likely to land at Miami. Righthander Haas Pratt, a high school teammate of Scott Heard and Matt Wheatland at San Diego's Rancho Bernardo High, was taken in the 18th round by the Red Sox. They'll have a hard time signing him away from school. 

The Hurricanes knew last fall when they signed all of those players that they it was unlikely many of them would pass on pro ball. They should still wind up with a handful of decent freshmen, but the first-rounders are longshots to show up at school in the fall. 

Im curious to know if the Braves were able to sign any 'draft-and-follow' players from last year's draft? Also, how do you grade the Braves draft in general and is there a potential sleeper who wasn't highly publicized? Thank you for your time. 

LA09lakers@aol.com 

The Braves signed three draft-and-follows: third baseman Tommy Parrott (33rd round, Daytona Beach, Fla., CC), righthander Toby Staveland (44th, Mendocino, Calif., CC) and righthander Grant Abrams (45th, St. Petersburg, Fla., JC). We have a list of draft-and-follow signees posted in Draft Headquarters. 

The Braves had quite a haul of early-round picks, with four first-rounders and two each in the second and fourth rounds. They went with a typically Atlanta approach, not taking a four-year college player until the 12th round when they grabbed Arizona second baseman Keonni De Renne. 

With their first pick they grabbed righthander Adam Wainwright, a 6-foot-7 righthander who has been clocked at 94 mph this spring. He might not be as well known as some of the other first-rounders, but the Braves were happy to take him. He ranked No. 50 on our predraft Top 100 Prospects. I'm not going to run down their entire list pick by pick, because I'd basically just be repeating what was written by Bill Ballew in our team draft stories. 

As for some potential sleepers, Kevin Cust (Jack's younger brother) was regarded as a third-round talent and they scooped him up in the 11th round. Of course, most players who fall in the draft still want the money they would have gotten if they were picked where they were projected, so that might not be an easy sign. Another tough sign will be righthander Mike Davern, who was looked at as a potential first-rounder before the season began. His stock fell and he has a strong commitment to UCLA, which made him a gamble. As mentioned above, they also took McClendon in the 25th round and he could be a tough sign, too. 

Hello: 

I have two questions on the Capital City Bombers. 1. What was the nature of Ken Chenard's injury that sent him to the DL, will it require surgery or is it career threatening? 2. What was the reason for catcher Michael Jacobs leaving the team and is he likely to return? 

Thanks, Calvin 

As I do whenever I have a question on a Capital City player, I turned to Bombers assistant GM and media relations director Mark Bryant, who once again came through for me. He said that Chenard experienced soreness in his throwing shoulder and the staff wanted to be cautious, so they sat him down for a couple of starts. No surgery or lasting damage is expected. He's been throwing on the side and could come back any time. As for Jacobs, he was placed on the DL for personal reasons, but could rejoin the team any time now. 

I am a fan of Yohanny Valera, formerly from the Binghamton Mets, and decided to travel to see a Harrisburg Senators game, the team he plays for this year. It wasn't a trip just to see him but also I love watching baseball anytime and any team. Yohanny wasn't there and I heard that he was promoted to Ottawa. Is this true and does it look like he will stay there for a while? 

Jim Hartinson, Binghamton, NY 

Finally, another Yohanny Valera fan surfaces. I thought I was the only one. Ever since I included Valera in the 1995 Appalachian League Top 10 Prospects list I've been rooting for him to reach the big leagues. Hasn't happened, though he's creeping slowly in the right direction. I want him to get me that asterisk. Readers familiar with our league top 10 lists know that we take a look back after five years and denote those who made the Show with an asterisk. 

The '95 Appy League list needs a boost in a bad way, so I'm crossing my fingers for a miracle and a Valera callup. He was the No. 2 prospect in the league that year, at least according to the managers. Most of them were sure he would hit enough that his tremendous defense would make him a solid big league catcher. Well, he followed his .294 showing that year with seasons of .212, .191 and .205, so he's not really living up to his end of the deal. He did come through with a .289-9-39 showing at Binghamton last year, but struggled badly following a promotion to Triple-A Norfolk. 

He's back in Triple-A now, at Ottawa, but his presence there has more to do with Brian Schneider getting called to Montreal than it does with his earning a promotion. He was barely hitting over .200 when he was promoted and will probably return to Harrisburg when Schneider returns to Ottawa. 

June 1, 2000 

It's that time of year again. Time for Major League Baseball to foist the charade known as interleague play on us. So less than a week after Pedro and the Rocket treated us to one of the best regular-season games in recent memory, we get the Dodgers and Angels locking up in a meaningless exhibition series. 

Maybe if no one would show up someone would think about calling an end to this madness. So do your part and don't go to any major league games this weekend. Head for a minor league park instead or check out a Super Regional matchup in the NCAA tournament. Or spend your entire weekend boning up on the draft. 

Speaking of which, if you have any burning draft-related questions, Allan Simpson, Baseball America's founder and editor, will be fielding them in an ESPN chat this afternoon at 3 p.m. ET. So check that out after you finish reading today's column. 

I noticed that Jack Cust wasn't in the box score for Tuesday's El Paso game. I'm assuming he just got a day off, but I guess it's also possible that he got promoted. Did he? 

Andy Weisner 

According to the El Paso Times, Cust sat out Tuesday night's game after leaving Monday's game early due to an accelerated heartbeat. Though he was cleared to play, the team has held him out the last two games as a precautionary measure. 

Cust has actually been in somewhat of a slump lately, going 3-for-34 over a nine game stretch to drop his average to .293. It's kind of ironic because the Diamondbacks sent Alex Cabrera to El Paso to provide Cust with some protection and Cabrera has been on fire ever since he arrived in town. But suddenly Cust can't find his stroke, even with the best protection in Double-A. Of course, he'll probably snap out of it any time now. 

Speaking of Cabrera . . . 

Quite simply, who the hell is Alex Cabrera? I have heard various reports that he's a career minor leaguer brought in to tutor Jack Cust, but, 21 homers in one month? I can find no information on the man anywhere on the net or in numerous books (Age? Home country? Ht./Wt.? Shoe size?). Is he a legitimate prospect or a career Double-A masher? 

Thanks, Daniel Miers 

Daniel, the book you need is the Baseball America Super Register. In it you will find career stats and bio info for more than 6,300 players, including Alex Cabrera. 

Cabrera is a minor league and foreign league veteran who has posted impressive numbers before, but nothing like he's doing right now. With a home run in yesterday's game he moved into second place on the all-time minor league list for home runs in a month with 21 in May, according to Howe Sportsdata. Not bad for a guy coming off back surgery--or anyone else for that matter. 

Cabrera spent last year with China Trust in the Chinese Pro Baseball League (Taiwan) and played with the Mexico City Tigers for the two seasons prior to that. He originally signed with the Cubs in 1991 out of Venezuela and spent six years in their organization before starting his voyage around the globe. 

Cabrera is now 28 and has been brought to El Paso not as a tutor for Cust, but more just to give him some protection so that opposing pitchers won't work around him so much. The Phillies did a similar thing with Pat Burrell last year when they had minor league veteran Tyrone Horne hit behind him at Double-A Reading. Horne hit just .267 with five homers and 37 RBIs in 80 games, so Cabrera has been a wee bit more productive thus far. 

As to his prospect status, it would be nice to see him back at Triple-A before one got too excited. Not that it was his fault he got demoted, as he was batting .317-2-7 in 41 at-bats at Tucson at the time the Diamondbacks decided to send him to El Paso. But still, it's just hard to get a read on what a guy is truly capable of when he's playing below his level. Kind of makes you wonder what Mark McGwire could do in a full Texas League season. 

Cabrera, by the way, stands 6-foot-2, 217 pounds. The Super Register doesn't record shoe size, so I can't help you out on that one. 

I was wondering about a couple of A's prospects, one of whom I'm sure most people have heard about now, Adam Piatt. Do you see Piatt moving to the outfield so he can find somewhere to fit in, or possibly being traded? Oakland has a few good outfield prospects with Mario Encarnacion and Terrence Long just to name a couple, so playing time might be tough there, too. Secondly, Jason Hart, a first baseman at Midland this year has gotten off to a great start this year after two strong years in A-ball. He grew up in this area and I followed him while he played at Southwest Missouri State. What do you know about him and what do you think about his progress so far and chances to get to the show? 

Thanks! 

Chris Jones 

Bolivar, Missouri 

Piatt has played some outfield this year at Triple-A Sacramento and he could show up in the A's outfield at some point, though he's mainly DH'ed and played third base with Oakland so far. In 33 at-bats with the big club he's hitting .303 with two homers and eight RBIs. 

Hart has certainly proven himself capable of hitting at each level he has played at. Last year at Class A Modesto he batted .305 with 48 doubles, 19 homers and 123 RBIs. He's more than halfway to that lofty RBI total already this season, with a league-leading 62 for Double-A Midland. He's also fourth in the league with a .362 average and second, behind Cabrera, with 17 homers. 

The problem for Piatt and Hart is that the A's are deep in corner infielders/outfielders and DH types. Piatt isn't going to beat out Eric Chavez at third, so that throws him into the mix with Jason Giambi (1B), Jeremy Giambi (DH), Ben Grieve (LF), Olmedo Saenz (1B/DH) and Matt Stairs (RF). You can throw John Jaha (DH) back into that mix next week when he returns from the disabled list. 

There have been rumors circulating that Stairs is on the block, but if the A's want to stay in the race this season it seems unlikely that they would trade him considering what he's done over the past few seasons. Sure he's not doing much right now, but he did hit 38 homers and drive in 102 runs just last year. Of course, until someone gets traded, there won't be much opportunity for Piatt or anyone else to break into that rotation. 

Recently some prospects have shown up on Baseball America reports with the notation that they have been placed on the suspended list, e.g., Nathan Haynes with Anaheim and Jeff Winchester with Colorado. Is the suspended list used for fairly routine stumbles like being late for the bus on a road trip or is this a possible uh oh that all is not well between the prospect and the Organization? 

Thanks, Tom McCullough 

It's hard to draw any conclusions based on just seeing a players name on the suspended list, because there can be a variety of reasons for it. One of the most common is the on-field suspension. There have been a few cases where multiple players on a team have been suspended by their league following a brawl. We try to not include those in the transactions, especially if the players have been placed both on and off the suspended list that week. But most times we have no idea why a player was suspended. The teams generally prefer to keep quiet on that subject, meaning the real story rarely gets out. 

In most cases the suspensions last for just a couple of days and the player is restored to the active roster. According to the rule book, a player may be suspended for up to 30 days, though any suspension longer than 10 days may be appealed to the commissioner's office. 

I'm wondering how you guys actually go about rating the best prospects in the draft, especially their tools. 

My question deals especially with Mark Phillips, your No. 7 prospect. When you first came out with the breakdown in January, he was only listed in the 20s as a prospect and not found in the best tools section. I attributed that to the fact that he had not gotten a ton of notoriety, which is fine. 

But now he has moved up considerably in the eyes of scouts, and I'm wondering why he is not listed as one of the best athletes? I'm biased, because I used to cover him for a local paper from 1997-1999. But do you guys realize that an ACC college wanted him as their QB? And he was polished enough to do it, I'm positive. 

Or that he not only was recruited as a pitcher, but as a left fielder. He hit over .500 last season and is hitting over .600 this year. He has lettered in basketball as well for three years. 

In other words, I've got to think he's one of the three best athletes in this class. How did Mr. Simpson come up with his list? 

Michael Sadowski 

Scranton, PA 

You're right in that much of the rankings come from Allan's discussions with scouts, college recruiters, etc. 

One thing you have to keep in mind, however, is that three is a very small number. There are players all over the country who are the best athlete in their city, county, state, etc. Not to undermine what Phillips has done, but there are a lot of guys out there who are two-sport athletes with great talent. Almost all of the great high school pitchers play another position in addition to anchoring their staff's rotation. And to say that he's the best athlete among baseball players in the state of Pennsylvania would be a pretty good claim already. Now figure there are 49 other states and it gets tough to whittle that list down to three. 

Really, without stacking everyone up at some kind of NFL-type scouting combine, it's tough to pick the three absolutely best for any of the categories on our Best Tools lists. But Allan has an amazing number of contacts and judging from the people he's talked with, he came up with the short list of Rocco Baldelli, Skyler Fulton and David Espinosa as the top three athletes among this year's high school crop. 

If you want to ask Allan just where Phillips fell in that list, head for the ESPN chat and send him your question.

May 30, 2000 

You've got to enjoy the Memorial Day baseball fest ESPN presents every year. I got to see more major league action yesterday than I have all month, I think. And I got to watch one of my new favorites work in the Detroit-Texas game. I really enjoy watching Tigers righthander Jeff Weaver work. His pitches have so much movement on them and he doesn't shoot anything up there straight. I think within a year or two he's going to be one of the best pitchers in the American League. 

Kind of makes you wonder how he'd look in a White Sox uniform. Weaver, of course, was drafted in the second round by the Sox in 1997, but Chicago let him get away. They signed five supplemental first-rounders and every pick they had in the first 15 rounds except for Weaver. That haul included righthanders Aaron Myette and Rocky Biddle and lefthander Jim Parque. Throw Weaver into that mix and it would have been quite the haul. 

I kind of like playing the coulda-been game with old drafts. It's intriguing to go back through the old draft lists and look at who didn't get signed. Of course, in most cases they were high school kids who were either set on going to college or they had such a long ways to go that the team didn't make a serious effort to sign them. 

The Tigers' 1995 draft is an interesting one for the guys who got away. How would their organization look with outfielders Eric Valent (26th round) and Jeremy Giambi (44th)? How about first baseman--er, lefthander--Mark Mulder (55th)? You often see teams draft a bunch of players, especially back before they cut the draft to 50 rounds in 1998, and make little effort to sign most of them. But the Tigers signed their last four picks that year, rounds 56-59, making Mulder their latest unsigned pick. No. 57, incidentally, was outfielder Gabe Kapler. 

It's not unusual in this era of free agency for a team to wind up with numerous first-round picks. But it is a little unusual for a team to let three future first-rounders get away. It's looking like that's what happened in 1997 for the Yankees. Outfielder Tyrell Godwin was New York's first-round pick that year, and he chose to attend North Carolina on a Morehead (academic) Scholarship. It appears that he'll repeat as a first-rounder next week. There are two others projected to go in the first-round on Monday who chose college over the Yankees three years ago. How would that farm system look with righthanders Beau Hale (22nd round, Texas) and Aaron Heilman (55th round, Notre Dame)? Of course hindsight is 20-20, but if the Yankees could redo things, perhaps they'd choose to sign those three players and forget about all of the other guys they inked. 

It's just another week now until we get to size up another draft class. It's always the busiest time of the year for us here, but somehow we don't seem to mind the extra work so much because the draft is so much fun, frantic as it may be. And you can thank the fear of a really crazy week for having this column up so early this time around. Had to clear the decks. Enjoy. 

What is wrong with the Cubs? Are they not the worst organization in sports? They promote Carlos Zambrano, an 18-year-old kid, to Triple-A, which is rushing him, to begin with. To top it all off, they stick him in the bullpen. This kid throws 95-plus and maintains his stuff late into games. So, in an effort by Ed Lynch to save his job, he rushed Zambrano to the Triple-A bullpen, so he can bring him up to "rescue" the bullpen. Now, two of the three best arms in the system in Kyle Farnsworth and Zambrano (Ben Christensen being the other) are stuck in the Iowa bullpen. Why do I follow this organization? God help me. 

Pat Sievert 

Edmond, OK 

It does seem a little curious to me for the Cubs to take a starter as capable as Zambrano and move him to relief. Generally, any time a pitcher is succeeding as a starter a team will leave him in that role. For the most part, pitchers who get moved to the bullpen are moved because there is something missing from their game that is keeping them from being a successful starter, like they don't have an effective third pitch, etc. 

The exceptions you see to this rule often occur when a major league team already has five good starters and they want to mix a young pitcher in. So they send him to the bullpen for a season or two to get his feet wet and wait for an opening. That happened with Scott Elarton in Houston last year, for example. 

Is the Zambrano move a panic move by the Cubs? Well, the big league bullpen owns a 7.15 ERA and is 12-for-23 in save opportunities. More astonishingly, Cubs relievers have walked more batters than they've struck out (111 to 107, though 17 of those free passes were intentional). To me this smells like a desperation move. But even worse, it's a shortsighted one. 

It's not like the Cubs rotation is shutting everyone down. Chicago starters have a 5.60 ERA as a group. If Zambrano, who turns 19 on Thursday, is not going to get to Wrigley in time to save the Cubs season anyway (as if one rookie could singlehandedly do that again), why not groom him to step into the rotation next April? The bottom line is that a starter is more valuable than a reliever. Two-hundred innings is more valuable than 65 innings. It's a simple fact, borne out by the relative pay scales of major league pitching. The top dogs are starting pitchers, and there's a reason for that. If Zambrano were my top pitching prospect, I'd be leaving him in the rotation. 

It seems like the Pirates make extra risky choices with their drafts by picking people in rounds far different than many expect (Ryan Duimont last year for example, Clint Johnston as a first-rounder two years ago). But then they are willing to take chances and spend big money in later rounds. I'm wondering what has happened to player they drafted late last year and give a big bonus to, I don't remember his name but he was scheduled to pitch at Notre Dame but Bucs signed him instead. Also, what about J.R. House and Jeremey Cotten. Can House develop into a big league catcher? Is Cotten back to being a good a prospect? Hickory looks like it has a ton of prospects. 

Thanks, 

Ron Leighton 

The pitcher the Pirates signed away from Notre Dame was righthander Patrick O'Brien, whom they signed in late July for $500,000. O'Brien didn't pitch last summer and has yet to make his pro debut. He will likely do so next month when the short-season leagues begin playing. 

As expected, House has a long way to go at catcher, if the Pirates are serious about keeping him behind the plate. He recognizes that and is willing to work at it, but it's a long-term project. It presents kind of an interesting dilemma for the Pirates. House is going to be ready offensively to climb the ladder, while defensively he won't be. That means he either stays down and tears things up at the plate or he shifts to first base full-time and moves on up. 

I think most teams would rather take the patient approach and see what happens defensively with a player in House's situation. If he can become even an adequate defensive catcher, he brings so much to your team offensively. Maybe he'd be an average to above-average hitter for a first baseman in the big leagues, but the same offense at catcher would make him one of the best in the game. That's got to be appealing. 

Of course, the Pirates already have one of the best catchers in the game in Jason Kendall. But House is a few years away and a lot can happen in 2-3 years. In addition, Kendall has been rumored to be a candidate for a position shift since he was in A-ball. If the Pirates decided to move Kendall to second base, etc., a couple of years down the road and they had House ready to step in behind the plate, it would all come together nicely. 

Cotten has rebounded quite nicely and looks once again like a second-round talent, which is where he was taken in the 1998 draft. Hickory is indeed quite deep in talent. If you're interested in learning more about that team, we ran a story on the Crawdads a few weeks ago. 

I'm a big Phillies fan, and have read about the recent success of Piedmont. I also have read about the individuals on Piedmont who have showed much promise. Unfortunately, all that I have been able to read are statistics. I was hoping that you could give me a little more info on Marlon Byrd, Nate Espy, Brett Myers and Adam Walker. I would also like to know who you feel has the best shot to have a major league impact down the road. 

Thanks, 

Scott 

Byrd was a 10th-round pick last June out of Georgia Perimeter JC. He debuted at short-season Batavia and was named a New York-Penn League all-star after hitting .296 with 13 homers and 50 RBIs. 

Espy, 22, played at Piedmont last year, but without the success he's having this season, hitting .254 with 11 homers and 38 RBIs. An 18th-round pick out of Lurleen B Wallace (Ala.) JC in 1998, he hit .361 with 13 homers and 56 RBIs at Rookie-level Martinsville his first season and he's hitting .317 and tied for the Sally League lead with 12 homers this year. He's also consistently drawn walks in his three pro seasons, even last year when the rest of his numbers were down. Defensively, he's not bad at first base except for the fact that he can't throw. Going back through my notes from doing the Appalachian League Top 10 in '98 it seems the two most common things managers said were that he couldn't throw a lick and that he had a great work ethic. That combination works better at first base than anywhere else. 

Myers, you probably know as the Phillies' first-round pick from last year. He made his debut in the Rookie-level GCL and pitched pretty well, striking out 30 in 27 innings and posting a 2.33 ERA. The No. 3 prospect in the Phillies organization, Myers is a power pitcher who throws in the mid-90s on a regular basis. 

Walker just moved up to high Class A Clearwater, or should I say moved back there. A 27th-round pick out of Mississippi in 1997, he spent the entire 1999 season at Clearwater, going 9-7 with a 3.93 ERA. This spring he went back a level, though, going to Piedmont, where he went 9-0 with a 2.08 ERA in 1998. The Phillies said they based their decision on demoting the 6-foot-7 Walker on the fact that he just never looked last year like the dominant guy they saw the year before. They wanted him to go back to Piedmont to re-find himself and he did, going 6-1, 2.05 before earning a ticket out of Piedmont. 

Hate to take the obvious choice, but if I were picking one out of the four for the biggest impact down the road, I'd choose Myers. After that I might go with Walker. It sounds funny, but I don't think the Phillies would bother demoting the guy if they didn't think he had it in him to do better. And he showed a lot by accepting the move without moaning about it and just going out and showing them what they wanted to see. 

I heard that Tony Phillips is playing for a Pacific Coast team in Triple-A ball. Is this true and if so can you give me some up to date information about Tony; his recovery from a broken leg; if he has thoughts of being signed again. 

Thanks, 

Joe 

Phillips had been planning to play for the Valley Vipers in the independent Western League this season, but apparently his foot still isn't fully healed. At 41, he may have reached the end of the road on his playing career. 

May 25, 2000 

We've had a bit of a reunion down here over the past 24 hours. Long-time BA readers should remember Jim Callis, who was our fearless managing editor for a long stretch up until about three years ago. Well, he's coming back to work with us, basically replacing David Rawnsley. He now lives in the Chicago area and yesterday made his first return to Durham since he left in 1997. Our national writer Alan Schwarz, who is based in New York, also came to town yesterday. 

It's been a lot of fun to see them again and we're all excited here about what's going on and what having Jim back in the picture will do for the magazine and Web site. If you want to welcome him back to the fold, you can reach him at jimcallis@baseballamerica.com. Before long I think you'll be seeing a lot of his work up on Baseball America Online. 

In the meantime, here's some Ask BA to chew on. And it would have been up sooner if we didn't all go out to lunch with Jim and Alan, so blame them for the late posting today. 

Hi, I was wondering how Aubrey Huff and Danny Ardoin fit into their teams' plans. Both are hitting in the .340s in Triple-A. The A's backup catcher is hitting under .200. It seems like Tampa Bay has Huff's position and the DH filled though. 

Thanks, 

Dave 

Huff is really hitting the snot out of the ball, to put it in technical scouting terms. We're fortunate enough to get to see his work first-hand here in Durham. Last week I saw him hit two home runs against Louisville and they were absolute bombs. The first one hit off the brick wall in center field, just a few feet shy from totally leaving the stadium. He can mash. He does seem to be blocked for the moment by Vinny Castilla in Tampa Bay, but if the Devil Rays trade Jose Canseco to the Yankees, as has been rumored in recent days, maybe that will open a roster spot there and Castilla and Huff can share third base and DH. 

Ardoin is hitting .344 with 13 doubles, four home runs and 28 RBIs at Sacramento, so he's certainly hit enough to catch Oakand's attention. Sal Fasano's not exactly setting the world on fire as the backup backstop in Oakland, but he does have more experience. With Ramon Hernandez as the starting catcher, Fasano's experience probably works in his favor over Ardoin. The A's might also prefer for Ardoin to play every day and not catch just two times a week like he would as a backup in the big leagues. 

My question concerns Winston Abreu. He had a great year last season after overcoming arm problems. But why hasn't he pitched this year? Also, can you give me a run down on any foreign players the Braves have signed this year? 

La09lakers@aol.com 

Abreu has been on the disabled list at Double-A Greenville since pitching four innings in his first start of the season. He's feeling a twinge in his shoulder and is basically out for precautionary reasons. There doesn't seem to be anything seriously wrong with him as far as the Braves can tell, but until he says he feels okay they can't really run him back out on the mound. 

The big foreign signing recently for the Braves was Cuban catcher Brayan Pena, who reportedly received a $1.25 million bonus. Pena, 18, defected last year at a tournament in Caracas, Venezuela, as a member of Cuba's junior national team. He's been assigned to extended spring training and will likely report to the Rookie-level Gulf Coast League. Prior to their six-month ban on signing Dominican players, the Braves also signed 16-year-old shortstop Franklin Infante for $375,000, which is the highest bonus the Braves have ever paid out to a Dominican player. That was in late February. He is in extended spring training and will most likely play in the GCL this summer. 

What is the status of Adrian Hernandez? There was a lot of news about him prior to the season, but I do not remember hearing if he actually signed with anyone. Is he just not as good as clubs thought or is he asking for too much money? 

J. D. Farr 

Hernandez is working out at Yankees extended spring training. They are waiting for the federal red tape to get worked out before he can officially sign and be assigned to a team. He agreed to a four-year $4 million contract with the Yankees in April. 

Does Tampa Bay have any plans to promote Josh Hamilton this season? The main reason I ask is that we plan on being in Savannah on July 3-6 when the Sand Gnats play the RiverDogs. I'd really like to see Hamilton, Carl Crawford and Neal Frendling take on Hank Blalock and Ryan Dittfurth. Is there anything else in this series we should look for? Any chance of it being a sellout on the 4th of July? Any chance you'll be there? 

Bruce Norlander 

Minneapolis, MN 

I would guess a lot of these guys will be promoted at the midway point of the Sally League season, which is about a month from now. Their all-star game is June 20; after that the second half starts. It's very common for players to get promoted from low A to high A at the midseason break. All the players you named are good candidates for promotion, too. In fact, I'd be kind of surprised if Hamilton and Crawford were not promoted. 

There's a good chance of a great crowd on July 4, but I'd be shocked if Savannah ever sold a game out. They list their capacity at 8,000, which is the largest of any Sally League park. 

Savannah is a far spot from Durham, so you probably won't see me there on July 4. I do plan on heading down to the Sally League all-star game next month, though. That's in Charleston, S.C. There will be plenty of great prospects on hand, too. 

We're kind of lucky around here, because in one day (June 20) there will be three all-star games within a reasonable distance of BA World Headquarters. We're fanning out to the California League-Carolina League game in Kinston, N.C., and the Southern League game in Greenville, S.C., as well as the game in Charleston. A couple of weeks later we'll be in attendance at the Double-A and Triple-A all-star games, as well as the second annual Futures Game. I'm heading to Rochester for the Triple-A game, myself. 

So within a span of a few weeks, we should get to eyeball top prospects from every full-season league except for the Florida State and Midwest leagues, and of course, we'll have our league correspondents at those. It will be a prospect feast, but first we've got to get through the draft. 

Okay, I know we've been getting a lot of Brewers questions here lately and some people might be kind of wondering what's up with that. Well, it's mostly coincidence that there have been several interesting questions come in recently that have been about the Brewers. But there's a little more. I don't consider myself a big Brewers fan, but I can feel a little kinship to those who do, as I grew up a diehard Mariners fan, back in the days of Jim Maler, Dave Edler, Manny Sarmiento, etc. There's something to be said for fans that will stick with a team in the down times. You know there is absolutely no one out there that's a "bandwagon Brewers fan." They have no bandwagon. Maybe in a few years, with a few breaks, there will be a reason for the bandwagon fans to start crawling out of the woodwork. But the folks who are sending in Brewers questions now--you know they're true blue Brew Crew. Plus, the Brewers are always helpful when I call them with a question. So here goes yet another Brewers question. 

Hi, thanks for all the great columns about minor league baseball and the Brewers especially. The Crew seems to get a lot of fan interest in their minor leagues, even with their current shoddy condition. 

I have three questions. First, I recently read the Brewers signed their fifth-round choice of 1999, Dustin Lansford. I know very little about him; why did he decide to sign so late and what will he bring to the Brewers? 

Secondly, what happened to Ruddy Lugo, the highly athletic kid from Brooklyn? He pitched in the Pioneer League last year but I haven't seen anything from him since. He is supposed to be able to play shortstop very well as well as pitch, is it possible he is in extended spring training learning how to play short? 

Finally, I was wondering how many organizations have brothers playing in their system? Matt and Jason Childers are the only ones I know of right off hand. Thanks for the info and keep up the good work. 

Toby Harrmann 

Lansford signed as a draft-and-follow after finishing his season at McLennan (Texas) JC. He reported to extended spring training on Monday, but has yet to appear in a game. A 6-foot, 175-pound righthander, he throws the usual assortment of fastball, curveball, changeup. He's likely to begin his career in the Rookie-level Pioneer League. 

Lugo is also likely to head for the Pioneer League when their schedule starts next month. He is still pitching, and threw three scoreless innings in his last appearance in extended spring action. 

As for the brother acts, off the top of my head I can think of a few. The Cromer twins in the Devil Rays organization are both 6-foot-4 lefthanders who played at Rookie-level Princeton last year. Nathan was a 10th-round pick in last June's draft and Jason went a round later. 

White Sox second baseman Ray Durham's younger brother Chad plays at Class A Burlington, in the Sox system. Calvin and Kelvin Pickering both play in the Orioles organization. Kelvin was a 35th-round pick last year. I'm sure there must be a handful of others, but I can't think of them at the moment. 

May 23, 2000 

I received an interesting e-mail from someone following up on last Thursday's question/comment on Bobby Darula. It came from Chris Peckham, a former teammate of Darula's at Eckerd (Fla.) College. Here's what he had to say: 

I am an avid reader of Baseball America and a former minor league player myself. I spent two years playing short-season A ball with the Anaheim Angels. I (for lack of a better word) choked and quickly found myself out of baseball. 

Enough about me, this e-mail concerns the complete ineptitude on the part of the Milwaukee Brewers in their handling of Bobby Darula. Bobby is a terrific ballplayer who possesses every baseball skill it takes to make it to the major leagues. I know you will quickly bring to my attention his lack of power and I will not disagree with you, but I would certainly say that given Bobby's incredible natural strength (his father was a former natural bodybuilder) the potential for an increase in power is definitely there. 

What separates Bobby from everyone else though, is his work ethic. He spends countless hours in the batting cages, working on his fundamentals, and he puts in some serious time in the weight room to maintain his already chiseled physique. He has yet to hit under .300 in any season in professional ball. It's rather disheartening to see the Brewers burying a great player like Darula who, without a doubt, should be at Double-A right now. They seem content on not moving a great player who could help their organization simply because of the "retirement" issue of 1998. 

Bobby is a lefthanded-hitting catcher by trade, who has well-above average speed and above average foot-work and arm strength. His character is impeccable. You never hear Bobby Darula's name in the same sentence as anything negative. Yet, the Brewers will not reward his hard work, talent, and willingness to play at an inferior level of baseball in relation to his skills. Just look at his OPS. His walk/strikeout ratio is phenomenal and has been every year in pro ball. He has a clear understanding of the strike zone and has instincts as a hitter that are unteachable to most young players. 

I know all of this first hand because I had the pleasure of playing with Bobby for three years at Eckerd College in Florida. He still holds the record for the highest batting average for a single-season with .447. That's pretty good considering some of the alumni that have passed through the doors of Eckerd College which was a national powerhouse in the 70s and 80s. Unfortunately, politics are not isolated to corporations in the work force, as it is glaringly obvious that the great game of baseball will not be spared of such an ugly, age-old practice such as that. 

Chris Peckham 

I have to agree with Chris that I'd like to see Darula get a shot at a higher level. Through yesterday's games he was hitting .419 with 29 RBIs for Beloit. It's hard to believe they don't have an opening at high Class A Mudville or even Double-A Huntsville for him. 

Speaking of Beloit, another reader had a question about Snappers catcher Lance Burkhart. 

Can you give me some info on catcher Lance Burkhart? He was sent to the Brewers organization by the Expos. He is putting up some really good numbers this season in Beloit. But why is he only playing A-ball, when last season he was sent up to Triple-A Ottawa? Who did the Brewers send to the Expos to complete the trade and why was he traded with the skills he is showing this season? Understand he has a brother that plays first base for Triple-A Pawtucket? 

Chad 

Jupiter, Florida 

Burkhart, like Darula, is 25 years old and is posting some pretty impressive numbers at Beloit. He's batting .301 with nine homers and leads the Midwest League with 43 RBIs. He homered twice and drove in five runs in a loss to Burlington Monday night. He is, in fact, the younger brother of Morgan Burkhart, who currently plays for Pawtucket. 

Unlike Darula, Burkhart has never really produced before. He entered this season with a .207 average and six home runs in three pro seasons (382 at-bats). He did get a taste of Triple-A last year, appearing in two games for Ottawa, but that hardly established him as a Triple-A player. He was only just temporarily filling in. Other than those two games he's seen all his action at Class A or lower. Still, considering his age, if the Brewers like his upside at all, he should probably be challenged with a move to Mudville at midseason. 

Burkhart came to the Brewers from the Expos in a deal for a player to be named in February. I haven't seen any report on who the Expos received, so I don't believe the trade has been completed yet. 

On the subject of Brewers trades involving players to be named, we still don't know who the two players left in the Fernando Vina deal are. It seems like we get a question a week on that subject, though we covered that on March 10. The answer will come next month. 

What do you think of Neil Frendling of the Devil Rays in Charleston? He seems to be one of their better pitchers in the lower minors and nobody has heard of him. 

Mike Flynn 

Frendling is one of those guys who just quietly keeps on putting up good numbers. He signed last May as a draft-and-follow after being picked by the Devil Rays in the 16th round of the 1998 draft. He went 5-2 with a 2.94 ERA at two stops last season and is now 2-1 with a 3.61 ERA after eight starts at Charleston. He has 54 strikeouts in 42 1/3 innings and has walked just 15 hitters. More impressively, he's taken no-hitters into the eighth inning in two of his last three starts. 

This question led to an idea for a new feature on Baseball America Online. You may have seen the Frendling story that we ran last week. We'll be doing something similar to "introduce" an emerging minor leaguer each week for the rest of the season. Frankly, we need the introduction ourselves a lot of the time. When you figure there are more than 6,000 players in Organized Baseball, it's truly impossible to know the story behind them all, or even a fraction of them. So when someone suddenly, or even not-so-suddenly, begins to emerge as a prospect in Class A, we've got to learn about them just like you do. 

Ben Broussard's on the Chattanooga Lookout DL for a month. What happened to the big guy? I called the team and they are keeping mum, which I find odd. 

Thanks, 

Brad 

Broussard has a stress fracture in his right hand and is expected to miss up to five weeks of action. He apparently injured it during an at-bat when he swung at a pitch. 

I have been watching the progress this year of the Braves first-round draft pick in 1994, Jacob Shumate. According to his numbers this year, it really seems as though he is having a breakout year. Right now he is 1-1 with a 3.24 ERA and is among the Southern League leaders with 10 saves. Can you comment on Shumate and where he fits in to the Braves' plans? 

Thanks, 

Hank 

Don't look now, but Shumate is actually pitching like he just might have a future in the big leagues. It's a little early to get real excited, considering he's thrown just 16 2/3 innings, but he seems to be on the right track. He's allowed just 10 hits and 13 walks and struck out 16 in his 18 appearances. 

Now 13-to-16 isn't exactly a Maddux-like walk-to-strikeout ratio, but if he continues at this pace for the rest of the year, Shumate will walk fewer batters than he strikes out for the first time as a pro. Since he was drafted in '94, he has walked more hitters than he's struck out in every season except for 1996, when he pitched just three innings and walked two and struck out two. 

Where does he fit in the Braves' plans? I'd guess right now they have him chalked up in the pleasant surprise category. Meaning, if he makes it to Atlanta they'll look at his arrival as a pleasant surprise. That's better than where he was about a year ago (snowball's chance in hell category). 

Obviously, the Braves and Shumate have to be encouraged with his progress, but he's got to prove he can keep getting Southern League hitters out before anyone can think about National League hitters. 

Can you tell me if Jeff Nettles, a third baseman for the Greensboro Bats, is any relation to former Yankees third baseman Graig Nettles? 

Thanks, 

Mike G. 

Jeff is Graig's son. In a limited role this season (59 at-bats) he's batting .339 with two homers and 12 RBIs. Nettles, 21, was taken in the 47th round of the '98 draft by the Yankees. He spent his first two seasons in the Rookie-level Gulf Coast League, hitting .275-6-31 there last year. 

May 18, 2000 

I've seen several draft-related questions in the inbox lately, and I can assure you that they all should be answered soon. On this site, but not by me. In the month of May we joke around here that Allan Simpson, editor and founder of BA, holes up in the "draft bunker" to prepare for the big day, talking to seemingly every scout and coach with access to a phone. We will be unveiling the fruits of his labor next week when we launch our serious draft preview on BA Online. 

I have to think that when we post everything we've got on the draft, every question that has been sent in so far will be answered in one form or another. So tune in for that next week. And in the meantime, here's a bunch of non-draft related questions. 

I read your article about injuries and why players can't be found. My question is about Sean Burroughs. I see his stats are not what the Padres expected this year in Double-A Mobile. He has not played in over a week. Is he benched or injured? 

Thanks in advance, 

Scott Sahr 

Burroughs missed eight games at Mobile with a wrist injury, but he's back in the lineup now. His numbers aren't near what they were last year, but he's getting his average up (.277). Still not hitting for any power, though, with no homers and five doubles in 112 at-bats. 

I'm not sure we can say whether those are the numbers the Padres expected, but it's safe to assume there were a lot of others who expected to see more. But it's been said that the jump from Class A to Double-A is the toughest one to make, and Burroughs is making it basically from low A-ball. He moved to the California League for the last week of the season and the playoffs last year, but spent most of the 1999 season at Fort Wayne. 

One more thing to keep in mind is that Burroughs is 19, playing in Double-A. He's one of the youngest players in the Southern League and it's not such a blemish on him to not be taking it by storm from Day One. 

The same goes for Cubs center-fielder-of-the-future Corey Patterson, who caused a stir with his often stunning spring training performance. He's a year older than Burroughs but has only one year of prior service, all at low Class A Lansing. He got off to a terrible start at West Tenn and has since showed flashes of what he's capable of doing. His numbers last season were tremendous in every category except walk-to-strikeout ratio (25-to-85). Not surprisingly, his numbers there need to improve this year (8-to-33), but that will likely come with time. Through West Tenn's first 39 games he's hitting .246 with six homers and 25 RBIs. 

I heard that Braves prospect Scott Sobkowiak has been injured. What is the prognosis? Will he be back this year? 

Skip 

Sobkowiak, the No. 4 prospect in the Braves organization, had surgery to remove bone chips from his elbow. He's likely to miss the rest of the season. He was 2-1 with a 4.63 ERA in four starts at Double-A Greenville before he went down. 

What happened to the Detroit Tigers' highly touted pitcher Matt Drews? Was he traded or has he left baseball completely? 

T4tampa@dellnet.com 

Drews was released this spring before the season started, ending a dreadful run with the Tigers. A first-round pick of the Yankees in 1993, Drews looked like a future star early in his career. In '94 he went 7-6 with a 2.10 ERA in the short-season New York-Penn League and in '95 he went 15-7, 2.27 in the Class A Florida State League. 

Then the Yankees decided to challenge him with a jump to Triple-A Columbus to open the '96 season. Bad idea. Drews completely lost his mechanics and worked his way backwards through the system after starting 0-4 with an 8.41 ERA at Columbus. In July of that year, the Yankees sent him to the Tigers along with Ruben Sierra in exchange for Cecil Fielder. 

The 6-foot-8 righthander never even came close to returning to form in three-plus seasons with the Tigers, posting a 15-48 record over that time. Last season he went 2-14 with an 8.27 ERA at Triple-A Toledo. This spring he signed with the Devil Rays, but they released him this week and he's once again out of work. 

Could you give us the lowdown (age, draft choice, skills) on Bobby Darula who's hitting .426 for Beloit in the Midwest League? 

Thanks, 

Bruce Norlander 

Minneapolis, MN 

Darula has kind of an interesting story in that he actually retired for a while during the 1998 season. Later he decided to come back to the game and he spent the entire 1999 season at Beloit, hitting .304-4-75. He originally signed with the Brewers as a nondrafted free agent in 1996 out of Division II Eckerd (Fla.) College. 

He's 25 and DHing in low Class A ball, so he's not exactly on the fast track to the big leagues, but he is tearing the cover off the ball and it will be interesting to see what he can do if the Brewers give him a shot at a higher level. 

In addition to hitting .426, Darula's getting on base at a .537 clip for Beloit. In 33 games, he's driven in 24 runs with only one home run. Power isn't a big part of his game as he's hit just 15 homers in 851 career at-bats. 

Can you give me any information on Cardinals farmhand Cristobal Correa? It seems like this 20-year-old has come out of nowhere to put up some great numbers: 2.11 ERA, 42 2/3 IP, 29 hits allowed, 21 BB, 38 K's. Did the Cardinals draft him or was he signed outside of the draft? Any information would be great. 

Thanks, 

Tony Leopold 

Correa, who currently ranks third in the Class A Carolina League in ERA, is a Venezuelan who signed with the Cardinals in May 1998. The 6-foot-1 righthander went 3-3 with a 2.94 ERA at short-season New Jersey last year, striking out 59 in 52 innings. He also struggled to an 0-2, 10.35 record in five starts in the Class A Midwest League in '99. This year he's been the best pitcher on a Potomac staff that also includes early-round 1999 picks Chance Caple and Josh Pearce. 

May 16, 2000 

I have some fresh information on some of the MIA players we talked about last Thursday, and information on a couple of others as well. 

John Nicholson was in extended spring training learning how to play the outfield at the beginning of the season, but our Expos correspondent Michael Levesque reports that he actually retired from baseball in mid-April. So the answer to "where is he now?" in Nicholson's case would be "home." 

And Jermaine Van Buren is in extended spring training, but he's not rehabbing from an injury. I said last week I'd heard he had torn his labrum but I couldn't confirm that. Van Buren's problem is simply a lack of velocity. The Rockies are keeping him in extended spring training to give him time to recover the power on his fastball. 

In 1998 in the Rookie-level Arizona League, Van Buren was regularly at 92-94 mph with his fastball. That year he won the AZL triple crown, going 7-2 with a 2.22 ERA and 92 strikeouts in 65 innings. He was named the No. 2 prospect in the league that year, behind Athletics righthander Jesus Colome. 

Last year at Class A Asheville, Van Buren's velocity began to tail off and he went 7-10, 4.91. He still struck out 133 in 143 innings, but he was nowhere near as dominant as the previous season. 

According to Paul Egins, the Rockies' director of minor league operations, Van Buren is back up to the 88-89 mph range these days and the team is hopeful that he'll be able to go to Asheville or short-season Portland when he's ready to pitch like he can again. The Rockies aren't exactly sure why he lost so much arm strength, but they have worked a lot on his mechanics and they've seen enough improvement to be encouraged. 

I also had a question from someone last week that I couldn't answer, but by mere serendipity, the answer came to me. Here, at last, is the question: 

I have been unable to find stats on Arizona prospect Andrew Good (No. 12 on your Top 10 list) this year. Is he hurt? Could you please update me on him and his progress? Thanks. 

Dave 

Cleveland 

Good's father happened to see the list we did on the pitchers who have recently had Tommy John surgery, and wrote to say that we could add Good to that list. 

Good suffered a serious elbow injury in a spring training game in mid-March. He was under the knife less than two weeks later. He's now rehabbing down in Arizona and has his sights set on a spring training return next year. His father reports that he is making steady progress and getting stronger every day. 

While we're on the subject of injuries, I learned this week that one of my favorites in the Mariners organization is going to be down for the next couple of months. Peanut Williams had surgery yesterday to have bone chips removed from his elbow. 

Williams missed almost half the season last year after breaking his hand when he was hit by a pitch. He still managed to crank out 28 home runs in 304 at-bats, mostly at Class A Lancaster. This year, he was hitting .218 with four homers and 20 RBIs in 110 at-bats at Lancaster. 

Okay, let's get on to some new questions . . . 

Hey, I was wondering if you can tell me what a draft and follow signing is. I've been reading the term everywhere in the draft section on your website but I don't have a clue as to what it means. Thanks and keep up the great job. 

Phillip Khaylo 

The term "draft-and-follow" refers to players who have been drafted in one year's draft and signed just before the follow year's. This is limited to junior college players, as players at four-year schools are no longer eligible to sign once they start classes in the fall. Players who attend jucos are eligible to sign with the team that drafted them the previous June up until a week before that year's draft. 

A true draft-and-follow is a high school or juco player that a team picks relatively late in the draft with the intention of waiting and seeing how they develop over the next year. Some of these players blossom into potential high-round picks with an additional year of seasoning and they sign for several hundred thousand dollars. 

Other players, like Orioles prospect Matt Riley, sign the year after they're drafted, but they weren't picked with the draft-and-follow process in mind. The Orioles took Riley in the third round of the '97 draft after he had had a disappointing spring and saw his draft stock slip. Riley wanted first-round money, so he didn't sign and instead went to Sacramento City College for a year and saw his stock rise back up. He signed with the Orioles in May 1998 for $750,000, which is about what players who were drafted in the supplemental first round got that year. 

If you're interested in learning more about the process, check out a story we ran on it this time last year. 

While we're on the topic of baseball lingo, I've seen a couple of questions about the "Mendoza Line." I thought everyone knew this one, because it's actually used way too frequently, especially by folks like Chris Berman, who uses all three of the tricks in his bag way too frequently. But I guess not everyone is familiar with it after all. 

The "Mendoza Line" is a .200 batting average. It's named after former big league shortstop Mario Mendoza, who was actually a .215 career hitter in nine big league seasons. It's been reported from time to time that he's not real thrilled to have the stigma of a low batting average associated with him, but he's probably stuck with it for the rest of his life and then some. 

According to the Dickson Baseball Dictionary, Mendoza has former Mariners teammates Bruce Bochte and Tom Paciorek to thank for this legacy. Apparently while Mendoza was playing with the Mariners in 1979-80 he was bouncing back and forth above and below the .200 mark. Bochte and Paciorek picked up on this and coined the term. Hall of Famer George Brett has also been credited with the term, but the DBD seems to indicate that Brett is likely to have picked up on the term after the Mariner duo came up with it. 

By the way, if you're looking for a way to spend $20, you could do a lot worse than buying the Dickson Baseball Dictionary. Every fan, no matter how closely they've been following the game, can surely learn a lot from thumbing through there. 

I have an original uniform from Lancaster in the Ohio State League from the early 1900s. The uniform was worn by John S. Girton, pitcher. I believe this team was an early form of the Reds. Do you have any information on this? Thanks. 

DiTom3548@aol.com 

According to the Encyclopedia of Minor League Baseball, the Lancaster team played in the Ohio State League from 1908-11. In 1908 they were known as the Red Roses and they won the league with a 92-57 record. The next three seasons they were called the Lanks and they didn't see much success. In 1909, the Lanks disbanded part way through the season and in 1910 and '11 they finished next-to-last both times. 

The Reds are the oldest professional team going, dating back to 1869, when they became the first club to pay all of their players. So the Lancaster club of the early 1900s was not a predecessor of the Reds. Whether there was any kind of informal relationship between the teams, I don't know, but the early 1900s was well before teams began formal farm systems, so there was probably no official tie between the two. 

May 12, 2000 

There's some updated news on one of the players I mentioned yesterday, so I wanted to include it here. I said Diamondbacks' top prospect John Patterson was going to visit Dr. Lewis Yocum, but that there were no indications he'd need Yocum's specialty: Tommy John surgery. Well, now there are. Patterson will get a second opinion from Yocum, but he and the Diamondbacks are fearing that he'll need to have the ligament transplant operation. According to the Arizona Republic, Patterson said an MRI revealed there was "not much of a ligament at all" left in his elbow. That's not a good sign. Patterson has apparently already taken a number with Dr. James Andrews, who did Kerry Wood's elbow, among others. 

The Republic also mentioned that Nick Bierbrodt's back injury could keep him out for another two months. 

May 11, 2000 

I'm seeing a lot of questions these days that run along the lines of "What happened to Prospect X? Why isn't he playing?" A whole lot. Like maybe half the questions that people send in since the season started. 

I hate that we can't answer them all, but the truth is, we don't know in many cases what's holding someone back. Most times it's a minor injury of some type and the player is rehabbing in extended spring training. These cases are so common that they don't make a lot of news unless it's a really noteworthy prospect. That's one reason it's so hard to find out what happened to these guys. 

Of course, there are a lot of questions about players who are perfectly healthy, but still don't appear on a full-season roster. This again is very common for young players who were drafted last year, etc. If someone played last year in the Rookie Leagues and doesn't appear on a Class A roster right now, he most likely will be assigned to a short-season league next month. 

As for players on the Top 100 list, I'm going to refer you to the Top 100 Prospects Update we did last week. We'll update it at the beginning of each month. Some people are still sending Nick Johnson and Wilfredo Rodriguez questions in and the answers are all there. 

That aside, I've turned my attention today to tracking down a few of the MIAs. Here's what we know . . . 

I was wondering how Jeremy Ward (Arizona Diamondbacks) is doing this year. It appears that he has only thrown two innings this year. Is he hurt or has something happened to him. Isn't he close to being called up? 

Jack Neumann 

Long Beach, CA 

Ward has been suffering from tendinitis in his right elbow. He was looking like he was about ready to get back into game action this week, but apparently he's had a minor setback and his return is still up in the air. 

It's a shame, because if Ward could have picked up where he left off last year, he'd be knocking on the door of the big leagues right now. He made short work of the Diamondbacks minor leagues, reaching Triple-A just a couple of months after signing. 

Ward isn't alone on the DL at Triple-A Tucson. Lefthander Nick Bierbrodt and righthander John Patterson are out as well. Bierbrodt has been bothered by a back injury. Patterson had barely come off the DL before he was back on it. He is having a lot of pain in his elbow that might be caused by a bone spur. He's scheduled to see Dr. Lewis Yocum tomorrow. Yocum has done his share of Tommy John surgeries, but so far there are no indications Patterson will be in for anything that serious. 

I heard something happened to Luis Rivera's shoulder. Is this serious? Any updates as to his condition? Any help would be appreciated. Thanks 

Jason 

Harrisburg, PA 

Rivera left a game against Buffalo a week ago tonight after warming up for the third inning. He complained of tightness in his shoulder, though an examination by the team doctor after the game didn't reveal anything too serious. He was placed on the 7-day disabled list as a precautionary measure, so if everything is going well, he could be back in action this weekend. 

I can't find any info on these guys who don't seem to appear on any minor league rosters: Chris Enochs (Oakland), Jermaine Van Buren (Colorado) and John Nicholson (Montreal). Can you help me out? 

Thanks, 

Allen Telgenhof 

Charlevoix, MI 

Enochs and fellow A's prospect Eric DuBose have both been bothered by shoulder pain this year. Niether is expected to require surgery, and Enochs could be back in action before too much longer. 

Van Buren is in extended spring training, rehabbing from an injury. I believe it was a labrum tear, but I haven't been able to confirm that, try as I might this afternoon. Righthander Matt Roney, the Rockies' first-round pick in 1998, is in extended spring, rehabbing as well. Roney missed the entire 1999 season after tearing the labrum in his right shoulder. The Rockies expect him to return to action soon, either at Class A Asheville or short-season Portland. 

Nicholson is in extended spring training, learning how to play the outfield. After injuries cost him virtually the entire 1999 season, I guess he and the Expos gave up on pitching. He split his time in high school between the mound and the outfield, and now he's apparently going to concentrate on hitting after a four-year layoff. It's much more common to see players move the other way, especially those who struggle offensively for a couple of seasons. 

What is the status of injured Yankees prospects Todd Noel and Sam Marsonek? I thought Noel was healthy in spring training but I have not heard anything about Marsonek since the Yankees obtained him in the Chad Curtis deal. 

Robert O'Brien 

Noel was sidelined by tendinitis in his shoulder. He began throwing again last week and should be back soon. Marsonek had elbow surgery last July and the Yankees said when they acquired him from the Rangers last winter that they expected him to be ready when the season started. Apparently he's a little behind that schedule. 

May 9, 2000 

Apologies for the lateness of the column today. These things can happen on a deadline day (for the magazine) here. I could have just cranked out a few quick answers and slapped it up on the web a couple hours ago, but, no, you deserve a little more than that. So it took some time. And what's time in the long run? Just another one of those things we never have enough of. Anyway, here are your four questions for the day. See you Thursday. 

What can you tell me about Keith Ginter of the Double-A Round Rock Express. His early hitting statistics are as impressive as any player this year. Just as impressive seems to be his BB totals (25 as of this writing). Does he have a future with Houston? 

Scarhawk4@aol.com 

Ginter is making a push to become the first triple crown winner in the Texas League since . . . last season. Just as Adam Piatt forced himself into the prospect picture, Ginter is making folks take notice. He's currently leading the league in hitting (.440) and is tied for tops in homers, with 11. He's just one behind Midland's Jason Hart for the RBI lead as well, with 38. 

Last year at Class A Kissimmee, Ginter hit .263 with 13 homers and 46 RBIs in 376 at-bats. He was drafted in the 10th round of the 1998 draft, out of Texas Tech. In his first pro season, he was named to the New York-Penn League all-star team after hitting .315 with 22 doubles and eight homers and drawing 60 walks. He's up to 26 walks this year, and getting on base is definitely a big part of his game. 

I think you can compare Ginter to Marcus Giles in the Braves system. Neither is your prototypical second baseman, and at first people were reluctant to throw Giles in the prospect category. But he just kept on hitting and after a while people couldn't ignore him any longer. Ginter is actually two years older, so he's joining the prospect party later, but they are both playing at Double-A this year. Of course, Giles doesn't have Craig Biggio standing in his way. 

Last year's TL triple crown winner had to move to the outfield to reach the big leagues. I think Ginter would be happy to make that tradeoff if it would help his cause. 

Over the past several years the Mets have traded away the majority of their farm prospects for "established" players. Can you refer to those Mets prospects who have been traded and what they are doing now? Was this a wise business move for New York? 

Curious, 

Josh Lapin 

Madison, WI 

It's probably not fair to say they've dealt away "the majority" of their prospects, but the Mets have not been afraid to trade young players in recent years. I went back through the last three years' worth of Mets trades and pulled out the ones that involved prospects of any significant stripe. In most cases, the Mets were the team sending the prospects away, as you can see: 

· Dec. 18, 1997: Traded outfielder Fletcher Bates and lefthander Scott Comer to the Marlins for lefthander Dennis Cook. 

· Feb. 6, 1998: Traded lefthander Jesus Sanchez, righthander A.J. Burnett and outfielder Robert Stratton to the Marlins for lefthander Al Leiter and second baseman Ralph Milliard. (Stratton was later sent back to the Mets for righthander Brandon Villafuerte and infielder Cesar Crespo when his physical revealed a bad back.) 

· May 22, 1998: Traded outfielder Preston Wilson, lefthander Ed Yarnall and a player to be named (lefthander Geoff Goetz) to the Marlins for catcher Mike Piazza. 

· July 31, 1998: Traded outfielder Bernard Gilkey and righthander Nelson Figueroa to the Diamondbacks for righthander Willie Blair and catcher Jorge Fabregas. 

· July 31, 1998: Traded righthander Leoncio Estrella to the Blue Jays for outfielder Tony Phillips. 

· Dec. 10, 1998: Traded third baseman Joe Randa to the Royals for outfielder Juan LeBron. 

· Dec. 14, 1998: Traded outfielder Butch Huskey to the Mariners for righthander Lesli Brea. 

· June 18, 1999: Traded lefthander Allen Watson to the Mariners for righthander Mak Suzuki and a player to be named (righthander Justin Dunning). 

· July 23, 1999: Traded outfielder Terrence Long and lefthander Leoner Vasquez to the Athletics for lefthander Kenny Rogers. 

· Dec. 23, 1999: Traded outfielder Roger Cedeno, righthander Octavio Dotel and lefthander Kyle Kessel to the Astros for lefthander Mike Hampton and outfielder Derek Bell. 

What has this netted the Mets? Dennis Cook, Mike Hampton, Al Leiter, Mike Piazza and Derek Bell at the major league level, and Juan LeBron, Lesli Brea and Justin Dunning on the farm. All that at the cost of A.J. Burnett, Octavio Dotel, Jesus Sanchez, Geoff Goetz, Ed Yarnall, Leo Vasquez, Nelson Figueroa, Leo Estrella, Preston Wilson, Terrence Long, Roger Cedeno and a few other semi-prospects. 

Talentwise that's probably a wash. Maybe the Mets are actually ahead when you figure that not every prospect they dealt away is going to blossom into a productive major leaguer. Burnett and Dotel could hurt, and hurt for years, if they pitch like it seems that they are capable. But you've got to give up something to get something. 

The bottom line is that the Mets would have a much younger team with a lower payroll had they not made these deals. They also might not have made the playoffs last year and maybe the entire John Rocker incident never would have occured, because Mets fans wouldn't have gotten on him like they did. Think about that. We could have had an offseason where we didn't see Ol' Rockhead on the tube every five minutes. If Mets GM Steve Phillips had known what the future held when he started sending all his prospects to the Marlins, maybe things would have turned out differently. 

As it is, he probably doesn't have too much to regret. They didn't win the World Series, and they have a lot of holes in their farm system, but they still do have something to show for most of the deals they made. I guess it all depends on your view of what constitutes "wise business." There are certainly other teams out there that have done a much poorer job over the last three years. 

What do the Brewers plan on doing with Brad Tyler in Indianapolis. He's put up great numbers so far, and I hear trade rumors about a Burnitz trade. 

Thanks, 

Mike Rogers 

Fond du Lac, WI 

Tyler is actually a month older than Burnitz, so he's not part of the outfield of the future in Milwaukee. He's in his seventh Triple-A season, and has generally put up solid numbers at that level. This year at Indianapolis he's hitting .342 with one homer and 12 RBIs. 

I know the Brewers have a loyal base of fans, but if they were to replace Burnitz with Tyler, I think that might change in a hurry. Even truly dedicated fans can only take so much. 

Is there any reason to think that plate discipline can be taught and if so, is it necessarily best taught in the minor leagues? Is the fact that the Oakland system is full of prospects with good patience due to good coaching or simply due to drafting players who were already good judges of the strike zone? Also, is a young player like Wilton Veras, who will swing at anything he can reach, a lost cause in the majors and better served by more 'seasoning' in the minors. Or is it better for such players to discover for themselves the results such free-swinging practices will inevitably bring against major league pitching? 

Adrian 

Somerville, MA 

Like just about everything else in baseball, I think plate discipline is best taught in the minor leagues. It's an important part of the game, and a facet that is often missing when young players get rushed to the big leagues. The A's have put a distinct emphasis on it in their system, basically requiring that their players learn to walk. It's no coincidence that you see so many high on-base percentages in the A's system. 

If you look through the career stats of a minor leaguer and don't see any trend toward the good in his walks, the odds are pretty good it's not going to all of a sudden just click into place for him when he reaches the big leagues. He'll probably never learn to walk much. That doesn't mean he's not capable of learning to walk, but only that he's not really interested in doing so, for whatever reason. Perhaps if his organization stressed to him that his learning to walk once a week was a condition of major league employment, he would suddenly find the interest. 

I'm not sure sometimes who is doing the "discovering" when a young big leaguer can't draw a walk to save his life. Is it him, or is it his team? How long should a team put up with a .280 on-base percentage from an "aggressive" hitter? What the team usually discovers, if you give them enough time, is that some players are just never going to walk very often. And if you put enough of those guys in one lineup, you can finish in last place. 

May 4, 2000 

The big topic of conversation around the office today hasn't been the ridiculous Pedro suspension or Pete Rose's even more ridiculous "baseball treats me like a leper" rant. We're all talking about the big "I Love You" e-mail virus here today. We haven't actually been hit by it directly, but it sure is making life on the Internet slow, and forget about e-mail. It's faster to use the post office today. 

It's difficult to understand the mindset of someone who takes joy in deliberately causing harm to complete strangers around the world. Surely the people who construct e-mail viruses must have some social problems. They're like this generation's version of the "super villains" on the old Superfriends cartoons. If we could just get them to use their power for good instead of evil, we might be able to unlock all the mysteries of the universe, like, for example, this question here: 

What's the deal with the Brewers' Nick Neugebauer? It seems like he needs to breathe through his eyelids or something. What are the Brewers going to do to get him straightened out? 

Andy Wiesner 

Sun Prairie, WI 

Neugebauer simply needs to improve his mechanics. Of course, that's not a simple thing to do, especially for a kid as big (read "overweight" if you want) as he is. 

Neugebauer's line this year is really similar to last season's, with a twist. Last year, in 81 innings he allowed 50 hits and 80 walks and struck out 125. This year he's still not giving up many hits, but his control has gone from bad to really bad. In 16 2/3 innings he's given up nine hits and 31 walks and struck out 22. All his ratios are about the same as last year, but the walks. It's early and a few good starts could get him back on track, but he's not likely to turn into a precision shooter overnight. 

Neugebauer is a high-risk, high-reward prospect. It's always fun to see a young kid who can let loose in the high 90s, but it's nice when they can actually throw strikes, too. For my money, I think Neugebauer has as good a chance at being the next Robbie Beckett (a righthanded version) as he does of becoming a big winner in the big leagues. He's got a chance to be a star, but there are some definite adjustments to be made. 

Can you update me on the status of Yankees' uber prospect Nick Johnson? I read that he has been put on the 60-day disabled list with a sprained right wrist. 

Thanks, 

Laurens 

Johnson was moved from the 15-day to the 60-day DL last week. He's not recovering as quickly as the Yankees had hoped, but he still could be back soon. He's on the major league DL, so when he's ready to come back he can go to a minor league team on a rehab assignment, probably at Triple-A Columbus. When that's done, he'll likely be optioned to Columbus. 

If you're interested in what's going on with anyone on the Top 100 Prospects list, check out the update we did yesterday. We tracked down every player and wrote a short status report on what he's doing. All the injuries are updated there, so if you have any questions check it out. We'll try to do that every month and maybe pre-empt some of questions we receive in e-mail this season. 

I was looking at the Mets minor league stats and came across a first baseman named Mark Johnson. I noticed that he was the league leader in many categories as well as being a lefthanded hitter. He wasn't on your list of prospects so I was wondering what you can tell me about him and, considering Zeile's age, if he is a legitimate prospect and if he could have a future with the Mets. 

Thanks, 

Scott 

The Mark Johnson that is tearing it up for Triple-A Norfolk this year is the guy who played in the major leagues with the Pirates and Angels from 1995-98. In 294 major league games, he batted .236 with 30 homers and 104 RBIs. He's 32 years old, which makes him two years younger than Zeile. 

Johnson spent last season with Hanshin in the Japan League, hitting .253 with 20 homers and 66 RBIs. He's hitting .347 with seven homers and 25 RBIs this year. 

Do you have any idea why the Indians placed Scott Morgan on waivers especially after the breakthrough season he had last year? I know the Indians have a crowded outfield, but what veteran did they have take his spot on the 40-man roster? I thought they could have at least traded him if they do not have any room for him. Indians loss and the Angels gain. Please tell me if you have any insight as to why this move was made. 

Thanks, 

Brian Bayer 

Dallas, PA 

Morgan was designated for assignment to get catcher Bobby Hughes onto the major league roster. Hughes was brought up from Buffalo to serve as Einar Diaz' backup after Sandy Alomar went on the disabled list with a hamstring injury. The Indians must have known they were likely to lose Morgan, but they needed the 40-man roster spot and had to make a tough decision. It's often difficult to trade a player in a situation like that because you have no leverage. The Indians surely must have checked around and learned they could get little or nothing in return. So they let him go to the Angels for the $20,000 waiver claim price. 

Montreal is bringing up Felipe Lira so I clicked on his numbers to see how he is doing in Triple-A to justify bringing him up. What I saw is, not much, because he is 0-3 after four starts with more hits allowed than innings pitched. General managers must look for something other than numbers when they decide to bring up a veteran like Lira from the minor leagues. If so, what? 

Thanks, 

Tom McCullough, 

York, PA 

There are a lot of times when a team needs a spot start or two and they don't want to disturb the progress of their top prospects who might not be quite ready. So they reach down and grab a Felipe Lira and hope he can give them five good innings. 

Lira is not a good major league pitcher, but at least he's been there before and he's not going to panic in a big league stadium. And in his defense, he has walked just three batters in 20 innings this year, so his 0-3 record and 4.95 ERA don't tell the whole story. 

Still, you know what you're getting when you run a guy like Lira out there, and if you're lucky maybe you'll score 10 runs that day and squeak out a win. If you're not lucky, you lose the game. 

But letting Felipe Lira take a loss for your team isn't really the worst thing that can happen. Sometimes you have to take a forest for the trees look at things, especially if your other option is bringing up a young pitcher who might have a much brighter future but isn't quite ready now. 

Can you tell me where Jerry Gil -- the No. 11 prospect for the Arizona Diamondbacks according to your [Top 10] list -- is playing these days? I can't seem to find him anywhere. 

Mike G. 

Gil, 17, is in extended spring training right now. Over the winter the Diamondbacks said they thought he would begin his career at Class A South Bend, but that didn't happen. I'd guess he'll make his pro debut with Rookie-level Missoula this summer. 

Gil, a 6-foot-3, 175-pound Dominican, signed with the Diamondbacks last November for $767,500. Arizona loves his power, arm and speed. 

I would like to have your opinion of Eric Johnson playing for the Columbus Red Stixx in the Indians farm system. I had to do a double take when I saw his stolen base numbers. Does he really have 24 stolen bases at this point in the season? I know he's 22 years old, but last year was his first professional season. Does he project as a quality prospect in the long run? 

Erik (with a "k") Johnson 

Johnson is 24-for-27 in the stolen base department this season. Last year he swiped a combined total of 25 at Rookie-level Burlington and short-season Mahoning Valley. A third-round pick last year, Johnson played both football and baseball at Western Carolina. He was a Division I-AA all-America safety on the football team and some speculated he'd opt for a career in the NFL, especially because he didn't play baseball full-time until last spring. 

He's making quick adjustments and has the athleticism to become a real good player. Johnson is hitting .273-2-10 at Columbus and has drawn a team-best 17 walks. 

May 2, 2000 

One clever BA reader wrote in last week to ask if Nolan Ryan were the worst victim of Baseball America's cover jinx that we could recall. Not to make light of Ryan's recent health problems, but the timing wasn't really the best. We're all glad that he seems to be okay and will make a full recovery. 

But we started wondering if maybe there really were a BA cover curse when Shannon Stewart went on the DL this weekend. We were aware of his hamstring problem when we chose him for the cover, but believed he'd be back in action by the time the issue hit the newsstand. We were right, sort of. He did get back in action—for one game. Then he went straight to the DL. Again, not real good timing. 

Just a word of caution to everyone out there. Dump Darin Erstad from your fantasy team while you can. He's on tap for our next cover. 

I was looking through the stats of two "five tool" players of the future: Wily Mo Pena and Christan Guerrero. However, I was disappointed to see such low OBA and poor BA. Is there any disappointment or concern in the Yankee and Brewer camps over their starts? I know that these types of players take years to develop and are still young, but the Yankees must have Pena on their MLB roster in 2003. 

Just wondering, 

Chris Checchin 

Pickering, ON 

Pena and Guerrero are off to slow starts. They are young. They may struggle for a while. That's what young players do in low Class A. And keep in mind that you're talking in both cases about a small sampling of at-bats. 

As for young tools players like Guerrero and Pena not drawing walks, I don't worry about that so much with a player in the Midwest or South Atlantic leagues. If they don't show any improvement as they climb the ladder, like Ruben Rivera for example, then I start to worry a little. But 18- and 19-year-old players tend to struggle sometimes with the strike zone. I wouldn't guess either the Brewers or the Yankees are concerned with the progress of their young players thus far. 

Speaking of Guerrero, I received this e-mail this afternoon and wondered what calamity could have befallen him. 

What happen to Cristian Guerrero? The Beloit Snappers informed me that he suffered an awful injury and is currently rehabbing in Phoenix, AZ. Can you please let me know the extent of his injury, how this might affect the balance of his career and will be play again this season? 

Thanks! 

D. Cornell II 

I think D. might have been fed some bad info somewhere. Guerrero is on the disabled list with an ingrown toenail. The Brewers expect him to miss a week to 10 days. They don't believe his injury is career threatening. Breathe easy. 

I was wondering why I have seen no reference to Alex Fernandez on any of your top prospect lists. Fernandez, an outfielder in the Mariners organization, was not only the youngest player in the Class A California League, he was the youngest player in full season league in 1999. Despite his age, he still hit .282, with 14 homers, 62 RBIs, 29 doubles, 2 triples and 21 steals. In the Rookie-level Arizona League in 1998, he hit .331-5-31, with 11 doubles, 6 triples and 3 steals in 44 games. 

These stats would be impressive for anyone, but Fernandez is the youngest player in any full season league. He was not even mentioned in the Mariners top 15 prospects. What do you think of him? 

Krells@home.com 

I've seen about a bazillion questions on Fernandez since our Mariners Top 10 came out in February. I tried to hint around when asked about him earlier in the year. But here it is with nothing to read between the lines: Maybe he's not as young as you think. 

I'd like to stress that I have no idea what the guy's actual birthdate is, but I would bet lunch (our usual wager here at the office), that it is not May 15, 1981. 

What happens when you base your scouting reports solely on a player's age is that when a player turns out not to be a certain age, sometimes he doesn't look like such a prospect, after all. 

Fernandez' numbers last year at Class A Lancaster weren't bad, but if, theoretically, he were 22 last year instead of 18, would a .282 season with 14 homers in one of the best hitters' leagues in the minors really be that impressive? I would say, no. If he truly is 18, last year's production is highly laudable. Yet, when I spoke with the Mariners people about their Top 10, no one talked the guy up. Not at all. Hmmm. Maybe they know something. 

Another player who tore up the California League under a similar cloud of suspicion comes to mind. In 1993, Karim Garcia, then supposedly 17, hit .241 with 20 doubles and 19 homers in 460 at-bats with Bakersfield. That would be an outstanding season for someone who should have been a junior in high school. But rumors circulated at the time that he was probably a couple of years older than his listed age. Given Garcia's pedestrian showing in the big leagues, I tend to believe that he really is a couple of years older than he says. 

What will we see out of Fernandez down the road? I'd guess he'll level off at either Double-A or Triple-A. He's off to kind of a slow start at Double-A New Haven this year, at .234-3-10, but that's just a 64 at-bat sampling and too little to base any conclusions on. 

Maybe Fernandez will become the next Mariners outfield superstar, but I'd hedge my bets if I were you. 

Do you have the dates for the 2000 draft and what rounds will take place each day? 

D. Blair 

According to Major League Baseball, the draft will take place on June 5-7 this year. That's unusual because June 5 is a Monday and the draft doesn't generally begin on a Monday. But times change, I guess. The draft usually takes just two days, so we're expecting it to wrap up on the 6th. If last year is any barometer, they got through 20 rounds the first day and finished it on the second day. 

I will be attending my first minor league game on Tuesday, May 9. I know the Dragons have some good prospects in Adam Dunn, Ty Howington and Austin Kearns. Is there anyone special I should Bee watching on Burlington's roster? Thanks in advance for the scouting report. Keep up the great work! 

Mike Pitt 

Springfield, OH 

Mike, the pun almost cost you an answer. But I love some low Class A ball, so I'll help you out. 

You're just about guaranteed to see a good pitcher with Burlington. The Bees rotation includes righthanders Gary Majewski, Brian West and Jason Stumm and lefthanders Josh Stewart and Dennis Ulacia. Ulacia has been getting knocked around a little, but the other four have been strong this season. 

Majewski, as I may have mentioned last week, was a second-round pick in 1998 and he led the Rookie-level Appalachian League in strikeouts last year. West and Stumm were both first round picks last year. Stumm, the 15th player taken, throws as hard as 96-97 mph but needs to develop his secondary pitches. West, the 35th player drafted, is another big hard-thrower. 

As for position players, I'd keep an eye on speedy center fielder Chad Durham, who is 15 for 16 in stealing bases this year; catcher Humberto Quintero, a defensive wiz; and outfielder Spencer Oborn, a third-team All-American at Cal State-Fullerton last year. Second baseman Nilson Teilon, who was impressive in the Appy League last year, owns Burlington's only home run so far this season. 

Those are the Bees I'd be watching if I were able to catch a game in Iowa. 

I keep reading about Willie Bloomquist, the second baseman for the Mariners' Class A team in Lancaster, but I was wondering what you think of the potential of Jermaine Clark, who plays second for their Double-A team. I am interested because he is a graduate of the same high school as me, along with Jermaine Dye. 

Thanks, 

Michael Vlach 

Clark is an interesting player. He has always hit for average so far (.322 career average in three previous seasons), but there's something about his uppercut swing that makes some believe it might not serve him well against higher level pitching. He runs very well, so if he is able to keep getting on base, he could be a pest. 

His biggest drawback is his defense. He hasn't shown good range and his footwork isn't very good either. 

The key for Clark will be proving he can hit at Double-A and Triple-A. He's doing a good job so far, batting .348 through 20 games at New Haven. If he can keep it up, the Mariners, or some other team, might be willing to overlook his defensive shortcomings. 

Who were the four pitchers for the Baltimore Orioles where each one won 20 games in one season? 

David Baird 

In 1971, Dave McNally (21-5), Mike Cuellar (20-9), Jim Palmer (20-9) and Pat Dobson (20-8) led the Orioles to the AL pennant. Between the four of them they threw 70 complete games. 

Ten AL pitchers won 20 games that year, with Oakland lefthander Vida Blue capturing the MVP and Cy Young Award with a 24-8 record, a 1.82 ERA and 301 strikeouts in 312 innings. 

April 27, 2000 

I'm going to start today by going back to Tuesday's discussion on building an organization through pitching prospects. Reader Paul Covert wrote in and said he thought 50 percent was a little on the optimistic side for top pitching prospects making it in the big leagues as regulars. 

He looked through the Top 100 Prospects lists from 1990-95 and found that of the 14 pitchers who were ranked in the top 10, half of them made successes of themselves: Steve Avery, Ben McDonald, Arthur Rhodes, Pedro Martinez, Jason Bere, Allen Watson and James Baldwin. The other seven: Kiki Jones, Todd Van Poppel, Roger Salkeld, Brien Taylor, Frank Rodriguez, Tyrone Hill and Jose Silva. 

This got me thinking about going a little deeper in the rankings. So I went through the Top 100 lists from 1990-95 and looked at all the pitchers who were ranked among the top 50 players from those six years. There were 88 (some appeared more than once, but I counted them only one time). Of those 88, 38 have seen what I would subjectively refer to as success. That's 43 percent. 

For some, "success" is a tough call. Baldwin, for example, has won more than 11 games in each of the past four seasons. But he also owns a 5.19 career ERA. Is that the success you are looking for with the No. 8 prospect (and highest rated pitcher on the list) in 1994? Maybe not, but I included him in the winners bracket because he he's entering his fifth consecutive season as a mainstay in Chicago's rotation. 

As for the Marlins, to put it scientifically, they will actually be bucking the odds if two of their four young studs become major league successes (not three as I said earlier). I think they will, but we'll have to check back in a couple of years to see where they fall. 

It was very interesting your comments on the Marlins and White Sox minor league pitching depth. I am curious on how you would rank the Royals in the mix. The Royals have an incredible number of pitchers who could make an impact in the next couple of years: righthanded starters Kyle Snyder, Dan Reichert, Jeff Austin, Chad Durbin, Junior Guerrero, Mike MacDougal and Brian Sanches, lefthanders Chris George and Jimmy Gobble, and relief pitchers Orber Moreno, Lance Carter, Robbie Morrison and Jay Gehrke. 

Llimback@aol.com 

The Royals do have an impressive collection of young pitchers. Snyder, George and Austin are all potential No. 1 or 2 starters, and Guerrero could be in that class as well. I'd rank them not far behind the White Sox and Marlins. They probably have more depth then the Marlins, but it's tough to match Anderson, Beckett, Burnett and Penny as a foursome. 

Reichert is working out of the bullpen now and I'm not sure what the Royals plan for his future. I've heard some people say with his fastball and slider combo he'd make a nice closer. Either way, I think breaking a guy in in a relief role is a good way to go, because it keeps him from racking up a lot of innings his first year or two in the big leagues. 

I really enjoy this column a lot, but I do have a single complaint. It seems to me that the Red Sox get little credit for the pitching talent in their minor league system. With all the talk about the Marlins and White Sox, why is there no mention of the Red Sox' Triple-A (and even lower level) pitching? Tomo Ohka, Jin Ho Cho, Sunny Kim (who, at 22, quietly blew away the best hitting prospects in the game last fall in the AFL), Juan Pena (hurt, but pitchers often return from elbow MCL surgery with increased velocity, and he's only 22), and Brian Rose (poor start this year, but formerly 17-5 in Triple-A) make up a pretty good crop of arms. Each has had similar (or better) minor league success when compared with the White Sox' and Marlins' big guns. 

And that's just at Triple-A and the majors! Jason Sekany (Triple-A) has improved every year, Paxton Crawford is off to a good start in Double-A, and Brad Baker's been excellent at Augusta. Throw in Seung Song (No. 1 overall pick in Korean draft) and Mat Thompson (2nd round '99), who both throw mid-90s, and Casey Fossum, all of whom had excellent debuts last summer. Having Pedro has helped them sign some quality Dominican arms too. Seems to me their system is really underrated, perhaps because many of their best arms are Asian, and represent relatively unknown commodities. 

Zach Nightingale 

Worcester, MA 

At the risk of incurring the wrath of Red Sox fans again (please, send your hate mail to your Congressman or somewhere else this time), I'm going to say I wouldn't include the Red Sox in this discussion. To me, they have maybe a little better than average a collection of arms. What separates them from the others is that I don't see any potential No. 1 starters in their system. 

For depth, Ohka, Cho, Kim, Song, Baker, Fossum, Thompson, Sekany and Crawford isn't a bad group. I'm not counting Rose, because he's already thrown 139 big league innings and isn't rookie eligible any more. Pena may come back from his arm trouble, but when you talk about why pitching prospects flame out, injuries are the No. 1 reason, so it's hard to have as much enthusiasm for him until we see the comeback. 

With Pedro in place, if the Sox can nail down a good No. 2 starter, perhaps this corps of arms will be good enough to round out a real good rotation for the next few years in Boston. But I still wouldn't rank them with the Marlins, White Sox, Royals, etc. 

When do we get to turn up the hype-o-meter a couple notches regarding Bobby Bradley? One year out of high school he has the following numbers after four starts at low A Hickory: 4-0, 3 earned runs allowed in 26 innings with an incredible 43 strikeouts and an equally incredible 2 walks. Do you think the Pirates should promote him to Lynchburg soon or would Bradley be better served 

by continuing to dominate in the Sally League? 

Hickory, by the way, has to be one of the more interesting teams in the low minors. They have four of the Pirates Top 10 prospects (Tony Alvarez, J.R. House, and Luis Torres in addition to Bradley), plus Jeremy Cotten (a second-round pick in 1998, who appears to be back from the dead with 11 doubles in 76 at-bats after a terrible 1999), and Jovanny Sosa, who still lacks patience but is still only 19. These guys are all young and should rise through the system together in the coming years. Have you seen them play yet? 

Best wishes, 

Joel Charny 

I think you can turn up the hype-o-meter on Bradley any time now. The guy has been awesome so far this year. But if I were the Pirates farm director, I'd leave him in Hickory until at least midseason. I can see moving guys quickly through the upper levels, but I prefer seeing young guys spend some time at low Class A. There's nothing wrong with letting him dominate the South Atlantic League for a couple of months before moving him to the next challenge. 

I haven't seen Hickory play yet, but as a matter of fact just last night I was combing through the SAL rosters, jotting down names of players I wanted to see. Hickory was one of the teams that jumped out as a must-see. The next step is to comb through the schedules and see when the best opportunity will be. I guess I should get moving, just in case the Pirates decide to push Bradley along. 

April 26, 2000 

A slight brainlock took over when I was inputting the Marlins' 2003 lineup yesterday. I took it straight from the Top 10 issue, and of course Nunez wasn't part of the organization at the time. He seems to me like the one guy in that system that has a shot at becoming an all-star caliber player. So pencil him into that lineup and knock Chip Ambres out of there. Still, I stick to my point about not seeing enough potent bats in the lineup to move the team into the "scary good" class any time soon. 

Back tomorrow with a regular column. 

April 25, 2000 

As long as the Marlins are in first place, we'll keep paying them some attention. And not just for their ridiculous "Elian Gonzalez day off" tonight. A few readers seem to have Marlins pitching on the brain. So lets kick things off with a couple of those questions. 

I was looking at the standings and saw the Marlins doing very well. Now I know they will settle down and probably win 70 games at most this year, but it leaves me with the question, how close are the Marlins to being scary good? I mean their rotation already consists of Alex Fernandez (a 2-4 type starter depending how well he heals, probably closer to 2 or 3-age 31), Brad Penny (a potential ace-age 22), and Ryan Dempster who is coming into his own (age 23) and future closer Braden Looper. Vladimir Nunez is supposed to be hot stuff and Jesus Sanchez is pitching adequately. They also have a slew of arms in the minors, including one who will be up some time this year (A.J. Burnett) and one who has a 50-50 shot of being up some time next year (Josh Beckett), and loads of hitters with good tools, though their major league lineup could use much work. Anyway, how good do you think this team can be and how long do you think it will take them to get there. 

Ben 

The Marlins do have a ton of top-notch prospects in the pipeline, and you can draw a few parallels to the Braves of 10 years ago. The thing you have to keep in mind is that when you're talking about prospects, you can't project every single one of them as a big league star. Some will get hurt, some just won't live up to their billing. Optimistically you can figure about half of the stud prospects at high Class A or higher will become major league starters for at least three seasons. Your percentages get higher, obviously, if the prospects are at the higher levels of the organization and lower if they're further away. 

In the Marlins case, here's how their Top 10 prospects break down by classification: 

Florida: Burnett (No. 1, DL), Penny (No. 4), 2B Pablo Ozuna (No. 7) 

Triple-A Calgary: OF Julio Ramirez (No. 5), RHP Jason Grilli (No. 8) 

Double-A Portland: RHP Gary Knotts (No. 9) 

Class A Brevard County: RHP Wes Anderson (No. 3) 

Class A Kane County: Beckett (No. 2), OF Chip Ambres (No. 6), RHP Terry Byron (No. 10) 

They're fairly evenly spread throughout the organization, with half at Triple-A or in the majors. The guys at the lower levels, assuming they make it, are at least a couple of years from being dependable contributors in the major leagues. 

Look at what the Braves projected rotation 10 years ago would have been. Tom Glavine, Steve Avery, John Smoltz, Tommy Greene, Kent Mercker and Dennis Burlingame as the alternate. They batted .500 if you want to count Avery, who did contribute to their success for several years before burning his arm out. 

Realistically, what that means is that of the dynamic foursome of Burnett, Beckett, Anderson and Penny, odds are two of the four won't live up to their billing. We'll have to check back in 2003 and see if they beat the odds. Perhaps three of them will become good major league starters, but I'd bet just about anything all four won't make it. Still, with a couple of those guys plugged into their rotation to go with Fernandez, an improved Dempster or Sanchez and a free agent pickup, etc., they could have one of the better rotations in the league in a few years. 

The problem is, I don't look at their future lineup with the same optimism. The 2003 lineup we projected for the Marlins with their Top 10 list over the winter looked like this: C–Ramon Castro, 1B–Derrek Lee, 2B–Luis Castillo, 3B–Mike Lowell, SS–Alex Gonzalez, LF–Preston Wilson, CF–Julio Ramirez, RF–Abraham Nunez. I see a lot of guys who will be league-average at best and a few of them won't be that lucky. Nunez is the only one that seems to have a shot at becoming a really above-average player. For this team to become "scary good" to me, they need at least two hitters that the rest of the league fears. I don't see that in the organization right now. 

This is all pretty closely related to another question we received early last week. I've been meaning to get to it, and here it is at last. 

I've been following minor league baseball a lot over the last couple of years, and I must say that the White Sox and the Marlins have the most pitching wealth I have ever seen. While the Marlins may have four huge pitching prospects in Josh Beckett, A.J. Burnett, Brad Penny and Wes Anderson, they seriously lack the White Sox' depth. The White Sox' big four of Kip Wells, Jon Garland, Aaron Myette and a healthy Lorenzo Barcelo can practically match up against the Marlins' top four. Plus the White Sox drafted seven quality pitching prospects in last year's draft by taking Jason Stumm, Matt Ginter, Danny Wright, Brian West, Rob Purvis, Jon Rauch and Mark Beurhle. I was wondering who you think has stronger supply of quality arms and where these teams would rank in recent history. 

John Schneider 

Chicago, Illinois 

In recent history, I'd say these two groups stack up there near the top. The Braves have been able to keep the pitchers coming for the last decade, but I'm not sure that at any single point in time they had the depth that the White Sox have right now. Of course, maybe that's only from viewing things in hindsight. It's easy to forget about the Dennis Burlingames a few years later. If Stumm, Wright, West and Purvis all flame out, perhaps we won't remember the Sox as having been so deep a few years from now. For example, it's easy to forget how deep the early '90s White Sox were regarded as being. That Scott Ruffcorn, Johnny Ruffin, Rod Bolton, Jason Bere and James Baldwin rotation of the future didn't really pan out like some figured. 

I think these Sox are much deeper right now than the Marlins. John left out two of my favorite White Sox pitchers, Juan Figueroa and Gary Majewski. Figueroa, 20, led the Rookie-level Appalachian League in strikeouts in 1998 and blossomed last year at Class A Burlington, going 8-4, 3.12 with 139 strikeouts in 115 innings before earning a promotion to Class A Winston-Salem. He started this season back at Winston-Salem, and is 2-0, 3.55 with 21 strikeouts and two walks in 12 2/3 innings. 

Majewski, 20, led the Appy League in strikeouts last year and is following the same course as Figueroa did. He threw a three-hit shutout against Wisconsin last night and is now 2-2 with a 1.38 ERA for Burlington. Opponents are hitting .149 against him and he's struck out 22 hitters in 26 innings. 

The thing about the White Sox is, unlike the Marlins, they actually have some hitters that scare you in place at the big league level. I think this is going to be a team to reckon with soon and for a long time in the AL Central. Considering the way the Indians system is drying up, I think the Sox could realistically be the team to beat in that division pretty soon. That is unless Jerry Reinsdorf, the most lovable man in baseball, finds a way to screw it up. 

And a quick side note on the White Sox . . . Darrin Jackson is horrible as a broadcaster. He wasn't good as a player, but he's much worse as Hawk's sidekick. Oh, how he makes Wimpy seem so good in comparison. 

I was scanning through your daily Minor League Highlights (last week) and noticed Jeff Auterson hit a pair of home runs for Vero Beach. Now I know most players in A ball in up but I have never heard of him. He seems to be off to a hot start, what can you tell us about him (age, drafted when, talent)? Will he get much of a chance to play with Jorge Piedra and Bubba Crosby around, or is he a platoon with Mike Koerner (a corner outfielder!) 

Staying with Vero Beach, is Hunter Bledsoe a full time DH or does he play outfielder or first base? 

Thanks, 

Bruce Norlander 

Minneapolis, MN 

Auterson was drafted in the 10th round of the '96 draft by the Dodgers. He's a .215 hitter in his four minor league seasons with 16 career home runs. He spent last year at Vero Beach, hitting .206-2-27. He's off to a .327-2-6 start this year, but he seems like a longshot to keep it up. But at 22, he could be a late bloomer coming into his game. If he keeps hitting like he is, he'll probably get to play. 

Last year at Class A San Bernardino, Bledsoe appeared in 10 games at first base, two in the outfield and one at third. He spent the bulk of his 45 games at DH, where he has played most of his time this year. 

I drafted outfielder Richard Gomez from the Tigers organization and outfielder Terrell Merriman from the White Sox organization. I've been looking, but have yet to see anything from them. Any idea how they're doing? Thank you very much for any information. 

Brain Crump 

Gomez is at Class A Lakeland, hitting .222-1-2 after 54 at-bats. Merriman is at Class A Winston-Salem. He's hitting .145-0-5 through 55 at-bats. I think part of the problem for him is the music they play when he comes to bat at Ernie Shore Field. It's some horrible rap song. I don't know who "sings" it or what it's called, but he needs to pick a new song, pronto. Maybe with a little Barry Manilow he could get up to the Mendoza line. 

April 20, 2000 

Trekked over to Zebulon, N.C., again last night with a few other Baseball America staffers to take in the Corey Patterson show. We had the pleasure of seeing him slam out his first two home runs of the season last night against the Carolina Mudcats. He drove in seven runs in a doubleheader, after coming into the series with just two. He was fun to watch. If he comes to a ballpark near you, I suggest you take advantage of the opportunity. 

Getting back to our discussion of pitchers playing the field, reader Kevin Feasel wrote in to say that the last pitcher to play a position was Chuck McElroy, who played an inning in left field for the Mets last year. Feasel reports that McElroy actually made a fine grab on his watch. Thanks for the input, Kevin. 

For today's column, I didn't start out planning to write so much on one question, but I did. So you only get two questions, but I think the tradeoff is worth it. 

Last year Vernon Wells was the big mover through the minors and to the majors. If you had to list a dozen or so players that might make unexpected jumps to the majors, who would make the list? 

Jack Cust seems to have picked up right where he left off last year, posting an OPS of over 1.200 through the first dozen games. What are the odds that he keeps pounding the ball and forces Arizona to bring him up in September? 

Is it impossible to believe that injuries and bad defense on the major league level could convince the Devil Rays to speed Josh Hamilton through the system if he tears it up again this year? 

Andy Wiesner 

Sun Prairie, WI 

If you want to use Wells' season as the barometer, then I'm going to focus this list of "unexpected jumpers" on Class A players. I think any player who starts the season at Double-A is a candidate to finish the year in the big leagues if he performs, so I think the odds are good Cust will see Arizona by September. That won't be unexpected. Neither will Patterson's jump to Chicago. 

As for Hamilton, I think his timetable has nothing to do at all with what's going on in the big leagues. The Devil Rays have shown they are willing to move players at their own pace and I think they'll definitely apply that logic to Hamilton. Of course, he could be ready for Tampa Bay by some time next year, regardless of their needs. But they're going to want to make sure when they call him up that he won't have to go back down later. As great as he looks at times, he did strike out 57 times against 14 walks last season. And he's off to a similar start in the strikeout-to-walk department this year. So he's got a few things he needs to work on. 

Anyway, here's my list of potential "unexpected movers." 

:The No. 3 prospect in the Marlins organization, Anderson is a 1997 draftee who didn't begin playing until '98 because he signed late. He quietly posted strong numbers in Class A Kane County last year after a slow start. 

Brad Baisley, rhp, Phillies (Clearwater). Baisley, the Phillies' No. 2 prospect, has yet to allow a run in 18 FSL innings this season. He allowed just 116 hits in 148 innings in the Sally League last year while going 10-7, 2.26. 

Willie Bloomquist, 2b, Mariners (Lancaster). Bloomquist is off to a good start for Lancaster and is a fundamentally sound player who could move fast despite having just 178 at-bats under his belt prior to this season. He's the Mariners' No. 10 prospect. 

Hee Seop Choi, 1b, Cubs (Daytona). A native of South Korea, Choi hit .321-18-70 in his pro debut last year at Class A Lansing. The No. 2 prospect in the Cubs organization, Choi received a $1.2 million bonus last March. 

Ben Christensen, rhp, Cubs (Daytona). Christensen, the Cubs' No. 5 prospect, has a 0.95 ERA after three FSL starts. He was projected as one of the closest pitchers to the big leagues from last year's draft class. 

Adam Dunn, of, Reds (Dayton). Dunn is back in the Midwest League only because the Reds don't have a high Class A team. The Reds' No. 2 prospect, he showed he knows the strike zone last year, drawing 46 walks against 64 strikeouts in Class A Rockford. This year he's already walked 11 times and owns a .578 on-base percentage and a .406 average. He won't be in Dayton long. 

Jason Jennings, rhp, Rockies (Salem). Our 1999 College Player of the Year, Jennings is off to a good start at Salem, with a 2.65 ERA in three starts. The Rockies are always looking for pitching. 

Jason Standridge, rhp, Devil Rays (St. Petersburg). The Devil Ray's No. 2 prospect, Standridge finished last season at St. Pete and is a good bet to move to Orlando by midseason. 

These guys are all longshots to reach the big leagues this year, but their arrivals wouldn't be "unexpected" if they weren't. If we want to take a look at some players whose arrivals might not be so shocking, we need to drop our standard of comparison from Vernon Wells to Gil Meche. Overlooking the obvious candidates, like Patterson, Cust, Sean Burroughs etc., let's take a look at some players who could make the jump from Double-A this year. I'll include only players who do not appear on our Top 100 Prospects list, so as to keep an element of the unexpected. 

Jeff Austin, rhp, Royals (Wichita). I'm not just saying this because he's one of our Player Journal guys. I think the long layoff Austin had due to his holdout attributed to his less than dominating numbers last year. But he's off to a great start this season, at 1-1, 1.64 and has struck out 18 and walked just two in 22 innings. 

Ben Broussard, of, Reds (Chattanooga). The hitting star of last year's draft has kept it up this season. He's leading the Southern league with a .412 mark. 

Jeremy Dodson, of, Royals (Wichita). Dodson isn't off to a great start at Wichita, though he does lead the team with four home runs. I saw him hit last spring in minor league camp and was impressed by his swing. The Royals challenged him with a jump from short-season Spokane to Wichita and he struggled, predictably, hitting .257-21-58. This year they took a more conservative approach and I think he'll start hitting like he can soon. 

Eric Ireland, rhp, Astros (Round Rock). Mr. Perfect Game struggled in a brief Double-A trial last year, but he owned the Florida State League in '99. He's always moved a level a year, so that's working against his jump, but if he pitches anything like he did last year, he'll have earned a September reward. He's second in the Texas League with 20 strikeouts, despite an unsightly 6.75 ERA. 

Jason Marquis, rhp, Braves (Greenville). Marquis is another historically methodical mover, but he seems to be putting it together at this stage. And for once, the Braves actually need a little help on their pitching staff. 

Mike Meyers, rhp, Cubs (West Tenn). Meyers didn't allow a run until his 17th inning of work this season, but more impressively he's surrendered just four hits in his 17 innings. 

Carlos Pena, 1b, Rangers (Tulsa). Pena struggled last year at Charlotte, but he's off to a hot start for Tulsa and is looking more like the first-round pick the Rangers envisioned in 1998. 

Juan Pierre, of Rockies (Carolina). Pierre skipped right over high Class A Salem and still looks like he belongs. He's got terrific speed, plays great defense and can bunt for a base hit. Look out Tom Goodwin. 

Scott Sobkowiak, rhp, Braves (Greenville). Sobkowiak has already drawn comparisons to Braves righthander Kevin Millwood. He can create another parallel if he reaches Atlanta this season. Millwood began the '97 campaign in Greenville, moved to Triple-A Richmond and finished in Atlanta. 

Eric Valent, of, Phillies (Reading). If the Phillies can't find playing time for Pat Burrell then there's really no hurry to get Valent to Philadelphia. But he still could be on course for a September arrival with another solid season. 

I'm very interested in Mark Teixiera at Georgia Tech. Is he exclusively at first base now or is third base still a possibility? Is that where he projects in the majors? Could you provide more info on him? I hear he's a switch hitter and supposedly the "next Mickey Mantle." How do you pronounce his last name? 

Thanks, 

Bruce 

Minneapolis, MN 

As is standard practice with the college questions, this one got handed off to John Manuel. Here's what he had to say: 

Mark Teixeira (pronounced tuh-SHARE-uh) plays third base for Georgia Tech now and split time between third and first base in the Cape Cod League last summer, where he was unanimously voted the league's top pro prospect. Scouts and farm directors, not me, will determine once he's at the pro level whether or not he can stay at third. I'm not a scout, but the reports of his "dead lower half" that surfaced before the '98 draft don't look true to me. 

Teixeira is an average runner who leads Tech in stolen bases. He looks to have enough arm and decent enough hands for third base. It's a matter of not letting himself get too stiff to play third. His upper body is well developed; patting him on the back hurt my hand, he's just rock solid. 

As far as calling him the next Mickey Mantle, let's not get carried away. That comparison is made because he is a switch-hitter with great power potential and one of the sweetest strokes you'll see, college or pro. I think Teixeira is the single best player in college baseball right now. His future is unlimited as long as he works hard and stays healthy. 

April 18, 2000 

We've had a couple of popular questions this week. Easily the most common query we've seen is from people asking about our Find A Player feature in the Stats section. We're hoping it will return soon, but we're not exactly sure when that will be. We know you all miss it. 

The next most popular question was sent in by fans like this one: 

Hi there, 

Can you tell me what happened to Maicer Isturiz in the Indians chain? His name doesn't appear anywhere on your Opening Day Rosters feature. 

Thanks, 

Geoff Young 

San Diego 

Izturis is currently rehabbing an elbow injury. The Indians are hoping that rest and rehab will cure the problem and that he won't require surgery. He is scheduled to return to game action in June. We have more on his injury, as well as a few others in the story about Josh Beckett's tendinitis problem. 

Incidentally, we're going with the "Izturis" spelling on Maicer from now on. He and Blue Jays prospect Cesar Izturis are half brothers. 

Of the two Jose Espinals being released by the Twins, Jose M. and Jose R., which one is the 16th-round draft pick from Canocanas, Puerto Rico High from 1998, and which one is the righthander who came over from the Cubs? 

Thanks in advance for clearing this up for me. 

C.J. Flynn 

Jose M. Espinal is a righthander drafted by the Twins in the 16th-round of the '98 draft. Though he was drafted out of Puerto Rico, he was born in the Dominican Republic, as was Jose R. Espinal, who is the righthander the Twins claimed on waivers from the Cubs in 1998. 

I was reading this morning about how injuries to Frank Catalanotto and Rusty Greer had left the Rangers (before making a roster move on Saturday) with only two healthy position players on the bench. That got me to thinking about in-game substitutions. 

First, we'll occasionally see position players attempting to pitch in a lost cause situation in order to save the arms of the pitching staff--but I can't remember ever having seen a pitcher come into a game to play, for instance, right field. Babe Ruth aside, how often has it happened? 

Second, the Rangers have two Gold Glove first basemen batting back-to-back and splitting time between 1B and DH this year. Assuming that both Palmeiro and Segui are already in the lineup, is there any rule that would prevent Johnny Oates from switching the two between first and DH during the course of a game, while still keeping both of them in the lineup? 

Richard Smith 

Iowa City, Iowa 

Pitchers will occasionally move to a fielding position, generally in the outfield. I'm not sure of the last time it happened, but the last time I remember it happening was when Randy Johnson played an inning in the outfield for the Mariners in 1993. 

The problem with moving a pitcher to a position in the AL, other than that he probably would be a defensive liability, is that you'd lose the DH. As soon as the pitcher moves to another position, the DH is automatically eliminated. This means that not only would you have no DH, but you'd actually have two pitchers in the batting order: the one who moved to the outfield and the new pitcher. 

Still, there could be times when a manager wants to work some lefty-righty matchups and it might be worth losing the DH for late in a game. (And in the NL, that's not even a concern.) Theoretically a manager could move a player back and forth from pitcher to right field depending on the batter, if he wanted to get a great matchup. Of course, in a game that was close enough for a team to worry that much about its pitching strategy, it's not likely that the manager would want a pitcher manning one of the outfield corners. And if it flopped, the second guessing would be brutal. 

The rule that would prevent Oates from switching Palmeiro and Segui back and forth is the DH rule itself. Part of the rule states "The Designated Hitter may be used defensively, continuing to bat in the same position in the batting order, but the pitcher must then bat in the place of the substituted defensive player." 

As a diehard Indians fan, I was rather upset when we lost Albert Belle to the White Sox after the '96 season. Of course, Manny Ramirez has filled in more than admirably. Now Tribe fans face the loss of yet another superstar cleanup hitter to free agency, leading many to look to Richie Sexson as our new cleanup savior. I, however, am concerned that for once the Indians won't be able to fill the void. In your opinion, does Sexson show the ability to post on OBP of more than .310 (or whatever he posted last year), and specifically, will he ever learn to draw walks and not strike out on high inside fastballs? 

On an unrelated topic, where did Adrian Hernandez, the El Duque clone from Cuba, end up signing? If the Yankees got their hands on what could be the next great Cuban ace, I'm going to be sick. 

By the way, thanks for putting up a fantastic Website, especially this column. 

Marc 

San Antonio, TX 

I don't see Sexson ever posting a .400 on-base percentage, a la Ramirez or Belle. I do think, however, that he will eventually post a more respectable number than the .305 he put up last season, like .350, etc. He wasn't exactly renown for his plate patience in the minor leagues, but in 1998, his second season at Triple-A, Sexson did walk 50 times against 68 strikeouts. That's a good ratio for a guy with his kind of power. Last year, in his first full major league season, he struck out 117 times against 34 walks. 

Part of the problem with the strikeouts is that Sexson is so tall. That gives him a bigger than average strike zone and also increases the chances of getting slightly out of whack. Just as tall pitchers often have more trouble keeping their mechanics consistent, tall hitters can run into the same problem. 

But Sexson is a pretty bright guy and I expect he'll improve his game in time. Some people are projecting almost McGwire-like power for the guy, which might be a little unreasonable. But I could see him regularly pumping out 40 homers a season. 

As for Hernandez, the only reports I've seen on him are the ones where he said he signed with the Yankees. That's a mysterious situation. You would expect the team to be willing to announce a signing of that magnitude. Still, why would he make the announcement if there were nothing to it? 

I remember a few years ago seeing Courtney Duncan listed on the same line as Kerry Wood, and then he fell of the scene. However, he has appeared on the Cubs' Double-A roster and seems from his stats to be a reliever for the DiamondJaxx. What happened to Courtney and has he regained his prospect status as a reliever? 

Luke Blaize 

The Cubs at one point were high on Duncan, but it's not really accurate to say he was ever in the same class as Wood. Duncan made his only Top 10 appearance in 1998as the No. 7 player on the Cubs list. Wood was No. 1 that year as well as the previous season. Duncan was never a hard thrower, and found his success because he had a lot of life on his fastball. 

Duncan is pitching effectively thus far this season as a reliever for West Tenn. In six appearances he has allowed nine hits and three walks in nine innings and struck out eight. His biggest problem the past two seasons was the 184 walks he allowed in his 270 innings. So he appears to be making progress in that area. 

Your answer to whether Duncan has regained his prospect status really depends upon your definition of a prospect. If a prospect to you is a guy who has a chance to reach the big league level and make a small contribution, then the answer is yes. If you're looking for a future star, then the answer is most likely no. 

April 13, 2000 

I looked in my newspaper this morning and saw the Marlins and Expos atop the NL East. I know it won't last long, but still, it's kind of fun to see the underdogs get off to a quick start. I think the Expos could be a pleasant surprise this year and they might not be the lock for fourth place that most people assumed before spring training even opened. 

I hope by now everyone has had a chance to check out the rosters. They took a bit longer to process than anticipated, but yesterday were posted for all 30 major league and 120 minor league teams. Before we could begin formatting them for the Website, numerous discrepancies had to be diagnosed, so all the teams would be at the proper roster limit, etc. Hopefully all of those were caught and they're all accurate now. 

We've got five good questions for you today. They seem to come in waves. Something has inspired people to send good questions this week. 

Could you help me sort out the Vargases in the Indians' farm system. First, there is Martin, formerly Bautista, who was added to the 40-man roster and is now pitching relief at Akron, although still listed as Bautista in box scores. Then there is Jose, who was at Columbus last year and was No. 11 on the BA prospect list, and doesn't seem to be pitching anywhere currently. The Indians like Martin's fastball. What makes Jose a prospect? Where is he now? 

Elliot Legow 

Youngstown, Ohio 

What made Jose a prospect was that we confused him with Martin. That really should have been Martin Vargas on the Indians list, not Jose. But Martin's name change came this offseason, before the new media guides, etc., came out. When Jim Ingraham submitted his Top 10 list for the Indians with a mysterious Martin Vargas on it, it was incorrectly assumed that he had the first name wrong, because according to our records there was only one Vargas in the entire organization, and that was Jose. 

A 23-year-old righthander, Jose struck out 103 batters and walked just 29 in 85 innings at Class A Columbus last year, so at a glance it seemed plausible that he could be the guy. But he wasn't. He's not listed on any roster currently because he's out with soreness in his pitching shoulder. The Indians don't believe it's serious and expect he'll be back in action shortly. 

Dear Ask BA, 

I can easily think of current minor league prospects from North and South America, Europe, Asia and Australia, but draw a blank on any players from the continent of Africa. Are there currently any players from that part of the world in the minors, and what are the chances of ever having a major leaguer from that continent? 

On an unrelated topic, since the Betemit case is still up in the air, has the Braves' punishment in terms of scouting in the Dominican begun, or is it still in limbo until the court case is settled? 

Thank you, 

Paul 

The one prospect that pops into my head is Papy Ndungidi, who currently plays for Class A Frederick in the Orioles system. But that might be cheating a little. Ndungidi was born in Zaire in 1979, but grew up in Montreal. He was taken with a supplemental first-round pick in the 1997 draft by the Orioles. 

I can't think of another African player in the minor leagues. Perhaps there could be more on the way, though. South Africa will be fielding a team in the Olympics in Sydney this summer. You can be sure there will be plenty of scouts on hand, so if someone stands out there, maybe they'll get signed to a contract. 

The Betemit court case has no relation to the sanctions imposed by Major League Baseball, so it didn't affect the starting date for those penalties. 

In a game I attended last year, I saw a closer (Jones?) throw almost only changeups and still got all three batters out. Before, I've always thought that only 95-plus mph fastballs can be used exclusively and still be effective. What really surprised me is the fact that the changeup is only suppose to complement a fastball because you want the hitter to think fastball. It's easy to see how a hitter can't hit a Billy Wagner fastball, which is basically his only pitch, because the hitter has less location guessing time. But a hitter who sits on a changeup should easily get a hit. Can you explain how a pitcher can get away with only changeups? 

Mark 

I'm guessing that was Doug Jones you saw. He has made a living off his changeup, posting 301 career saves entering this season. 

What makes him effective is what makes any other pitcher effective when they throw a changeup. It's not the actual speed of the pitch, it's the variation in the speed from pitch to pitch. He doesn't throw all of his changeups at the same speed. So some of them are 70 mph, some 75, some 80 (maybe that's his fastball). All he's doing is messing with a hitter's timing. And he's one of the best at it. 

As for Wagner, he throws a tremendous slider in addition to his fastball. The addition of that second pitch is really what vaulted him into the upper echelon of closers. 

What is the story with righthander Chris Reitsma? He was drafted as a first-round sandwich pick and later broke his elbow twice. He was taken by the Devil Rays in the Rule 5 and it sounds like he almost made the Rays out of spring training after never pitching above A ball but was returned back to the Red Sox and assigned to Triple-A Pawtucket. Now I see he is back in Class A with Sarasota? Is he no longer in the Sox plans and is he still a legit prospect. 

Melvin 

Reitsma is still a prospect, though he's not back in the class he was before he first broke his elbow. He came back to the Red Sox on the Pawtucket roster, because that was the roster he was on when he was drafted away. But he still needs to master Class A before he makes that jump. That's why many people were surprised to see him stick with the Devil Rays until the end of camp. 

Reitsma went 4-10, 5.61 at Sarasota last year with 116 hits allowed in 96 innings. It was the first time he had thrown more than 50 innings in a season. Because of the injury problems, he's thrown only 185 innings in four seasons. He's a guy whose development almost surely would have been stunted by a year in the big leagues, pitching sporadically. Though the way things are going for the Devil Rays so far, they might have been able to find him plenty of work in blowouts. 

I have a question concerning the Rule 5 Draft and how it relates to a former Dodger prospect, Damian Rolls. After Tampa Bay chose him, he was placed on the DL, and is assumed out for the season. It seems to me that a team could just take a low level prospect and stash him on the DL for the season, as to not lose him. What's the rule on matters such as this? 

Matthew Bring 

The rule book says "The restrictions shall apply until the end of the season in which the player has been on the Active List for an aggregate of 90 days during one or more championship seasons." What this means is that a team cannot simply stash a player on the DL. He must spend at least 90 days on the active major league 25-man roster during the season before a team can send him to the minor leagues without waiving him and offering him back to his original organization. If he's on the disabled list all year this year, then the same restriction will apply next year. 

If the Devil Rays want to keep Rolls long term, they will have to either activate him for at least 90 days, or work out a deal with the Dodgers (the team he was selected from, though he came to Tampa Bay via the Royals, the team that drafted him). 

April 11, 2000 

We're heading west for minor league baseball again tonight, this time to Winston-Salem to see the Warthogs take on the Wilmington Blue Rocks. The real appeal in the deal for us is a chance to visit with BA Player Journal god Ethan Stein. It looks like we might not get to actually see him in action, since he pitched last night, but if the Royals want to test his surgically repaired elbow, they can get him an inning of work for us tonight and see how he responds with the back-to-back outings. 

If you haven't been reading Ethan's journals, I suggest you check them out. He's got a good sense of humor and he writes better than most professional sports writers. And while you're at it, check out some of the other player journals, too. 

But first, enjoy a few questions right here. 

I noticed that the Blue Jays have a 22 year-old outfielder named DeWayne Wise on their Opening Day roster, yet he doesn't appear on your list of Top 10 (actually 15) prospects for the Jays. Can you tell us more about him? 

Hope you enjoyed the Bats game, that bar in left field is great. 

Walt Davis 

Carrboro, N.C. 

Wise was a Rule 5 selection last December from the Reds organization. He hit .253 with 44 extra-base hits and 35 steals for Rockford in the Class A Midwest League last year. It's quite a jump for a player to go from low Class A to the big leagues and it will be interesting to see what it does for his development. 

Wise was regarded as one of the biggest long shots to stick from December's Rule 5 draft. Obviously, the Blue Jays like his tools a lot and think that he'll be good enough down the road to make it worth holding onto him as a pinch runner for this season. In all odds he'll return to the minors next year to resume his development. 

As for the Bats game, the left-field Grand Stand area is sadly the only thing that stands out about going to a game in Greensboro. I really don't mind War Memorial Stadium, as old as it is. Even though it's been pointed out to me that the seats don't all face the field properly. (According to John Manuel, it was built as a football stadium.) 

The problem is that Greensboro has to be one of the worst-run teams around, especially given their market. They don't draw well, their concessions are severely lacking and their in-game P.A. shtick is so annoying you'll wish you had brought earplugs. 

There's one concession stand that sells all the good stuff and it's located behind the third base grandstand. As you can imagine, the lines get a little long there. All the other ones, including a couple in the concourse, sell Skittles and pizza and that's about it. Oh, and beer. Lots of beer. 

I could stomach all of that, if that were it, because I really don't need the concessions too badly. But what makes Bats games tough for me is the annoying routine of the P.A. crew. I don't need funny voices and pronunciations for every player. I don't need idiotic sound effects for every pitch. I want to watch a baseball game. And it really is the epitome of poor sportsmanship to play the "Schwing!" and "Hey Batter!" sound effects every time a visiting player swings and misses a pitch. 

I suppose, as sad as it is, it might be understandable if the fans were somehow revved up by the Bats' comedy sideshow. But they're not. First off, there's not generally much of a crowd there, and the ones that are there are all down drinking beer in the Grand Stand. I can't blame them for that, because it's the only place in that park where you can sort of escape the P.A. system. Secondly, most of the fans that are there are older than 7, which I think is about the maximum age at which one finds those sound effects entertaining. 

My plea to the Bats is to stop the madness. Allow baseball fans to sit in peace and watch a game. I for one would attend many more games there if I didn't have to sit through all the garbage. 

At the very least the Bats need to recognize their current formula for the horrendous flop it is, when they draw less than 1,000 people to Opening Day on a night when you couldn't ask for better weather. I know, they announced 1,900 something, but there must have been a lot of folks in the bathroom the entire game. There were certainly no more than 1,000 fans there, and we're talking about a metropolitan area that some people have been pushing as a major league market. 

There's no reason the Bats can't draw as well as Durham used to, even without a new park. The old Durham Athletic Park, where the Bulls played through the 1994 season, had more charm than War Memorial, but Greensboro's stadium isn't without character. The market is there if the Bats want to make the effort. 

In the meantime, take Walt's advice and head straight for the Grand Stand. 

I noticed on your feature article "Where the prospects are" you listed Wilson Betemit as being on the "suspended list." I was wondering what that meant, and if you could clarify his status. Is he in fact is no longer property of the Braves. Will he be playing this season? 

Sincerely, 

Michael Lief 

Betemit and his agent Scott Shapiro are suing the Braves to have his contract voided on the grounds that he was signed illegally when he was 14. He originally reported to camp this spring, under protest, but later left camp due to a disagreement between parties over whether his presence would in effect validate his contract. He's not currently on any roster, and won't be until his situation is settled. Until the courts rule otherwise, he remains property of the Braves. 

I was reading this weeks transactions and noticed that the Braves sent Adam Johnson to the White Sox and was just wondering what the will receive in return? 

Keith Hudson 

Johnson was sent to the White Sox for "future considerations." This often happens late in spring training when an organization doesn't have enough roster space for a player and doesn't want to simply release him. You can probably take it as a sign that a player traded for future considerations wasn't held in extremely high regard as a prospect by his former organization. But as a favor to another team, and really to the player himself, they make the deal. 

The White Sox picked up three players in such deals as spring training wound down. In addition to Johnson, they took in shortstop Jose Olmeda from the Indians and outfielder Rick Prieto from the Dodgers. Perhaps if one of those clubs is short a body in the future, the White Sox will return the favor. 

Whatever happened to Jose Oliva, the third-base prospect the Braves got for Charlie Leibrandt. I know they traded him to St. Louis when Chipper nailed down the third-base job, and I've heard rumors of his untimely death in Latin America. I hope they're not true, but I do want to know? 

Tom Bass 

Danbury, CT 

Diehard Braves Fan 

Tom, I hate to break it to you, but the rumors are true. Oliva died Dec. 22, 1997, from injuries sustained in a car accident near Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic. 

Just a few days before the accident, Oliva had agreed to terms on a Triple-A contract with the Mariners. He was having a strong winter ball season and led the Dominican League with 40 RBIs at the time he died. That was good enough to earn Oliva a spot on Baseball America's Winter League All-Star team that year. I believe he's the only player ever to be named posthumously to a BA all-star team. 

April 6, 2000 

It's only a matter of hours until I head to my first game of the year. I'm heading for Greensboro for Opening Night to see the Bats take on the Cape Fear Crocs. I finally get to see what the Wily Mo Pena hype is all about. 

Cape Fear, an Expos team, features Brandon Phillips, Montreal's No. 9 prospect. He seems to have overtaken 1998 first-rounder Josh McKinley as far as a prospect. McKinley is back at Cape Fear for a second shot, after starting the season there last year and moving to the New York-Penn League in June. I'm guessing I'll see Phillips at short and McKinley at second. 

For my money, low Class A is one of the best levels of baseball to watch. For most players it's their first year of full-season ball and the prospects are still emerging. This is the level where Andruw Jones, Vladimir Guerrero, Cliff Floyd and others broke onto the scene as big-time prospects. It's fun when you can be there to see that. 

I'm writing to find out your opinion of the overall Phillies farm system. Specifically, what do you think of farmhands like Jimmy Rollins, Brad Baisley, Brett Myers, Carlos Silva, and Eric Valent? Also, do you think that Pat Burrell is capable of 40-50 homer power that he has been advertised as? Do you think that Marlon Anderson still has a shot to be a decent to good all around second baseman? Also, is the Phillies farm system good enough to properly develop these players? 

Dan Starr 

Philadelphia, PA 

Eternal Phillies Fan 

I like what the Phillies are doing these days. They've got a wave of impressive young pitchers climbing through the system. Baisley and Silva will be joined in the rotation at Class A Clearwater by Greg Kubes and Franklin Nunez. You could have added Derrick Turnbow to that group had the Phillies not left him unprotected in the Rule 5 draft. As it is, he's pitching for Anaheim now. Myers will begin at Class A Piedmont. 

Rollins isn't far away from stealing Desi Relaford's job. He walks, he's got a little pop and he can steal a base. He's not going to be Derek Jeter, but he's probably an upgrade for the Phillies when he's ready. He'll be on what should be a pretty strong Scranton team with Anderson and Burrell. I'm not a big fan of Anderson as a major league second baseman, and I don't think he's the answer for the Phillies there in the long run. Burrell certainly projects plus power and 40 homers might be a reasonable figure a couple of years down the road. But that's a lot of expectations to heap on the guy, so don't look at him as a disappointment if he only comes through with 30. 

I think this is the most exciting group of young players to come through the Phillies system in years. If I were a Phillies fan I'd make an effort to get out and see some of their affiliates in minor league games this season, so I could get a glimpse of the future. 

Dear BA, 

This time of the year you read about how some players stay behind at the spring training camps after the big league club has broken camp. How long do players stay in extended spring training and what is the daily ritual. 

Thanks, 

Don Wiederecht 

St.Petersburg, FL 

Extended spring is like a combination of spring training, instructional league and the regular Gulf Coast League season. The exact ritual varies a little from team to team, but basically you're talking about drills and practice games. There are a couple of different types of players there: players rehabbing from injuries and players who are not ready for full-season assignments. 

Most of the players in extended spring will be there until June, when the short-season leagues begin play. And most of them are counting down the days until then, because extended spring training can get old real quick. 

The problem for players who get assigned to the Gulf Coast and Arizona leagues after having spent four months in spring training is that it feels like the same thing. I spoke with a couple of players last year who were overjoyed to have been assigned to the Appalachian League after starting off in the GCL because they wanted a chance to play in front of some crowds. They said it was hard some times to feel like they were in a real game. So you can imagine how they feel during month two of extended spring. 

Why has Adam Butler, the guy that the Braves were grooming as a reliever, dropped off the radar screen. I haven't heard a thing about him recently? Is he injured? Is he still a prospect? 

Jimeo722@aol.com 

Butler was released by the Braves last July after posting a 7.65 ERA in 42 innings at Double-A Greenville in his fifth season in the organization. He signed as a free agent with the Dodgers last December, but was released last week. 

A nondrafted free agent out of William & Mary, Butler turned some heads with 50 strikeouts in 25 innings at short-season Eugene in his pro debut in 1995. He pushed his way through the system and reached Atlanta in 1998, though he posted a 10.80 ERA in eight relief appearances. 

Butler is 26, but he's still lefthanded, and I'd guess he won't be out of work long. Someone will sign him to a Triple-A contract and take their chances. I wouldn't call him a prospect at this point, but if he gets on a roll, he could wind up in a major league bullpen again. 

April 4, 2000 

Finally, at long last, the season is underway. And with one game in the bank, the Marlins are in first place. Maybe they don't need a new stadium to be competitive after all. 

Before spring training becomes a distant memory, we've got a followup to one of our questions from last week to start off with. 

Everyone is so fond of the new cliché "don't put any stock into meaningless spring training stats" 

Case in point. Your answer to the Chad Allen question included this bit of great wisdom: 

"Let's hypothetically take two bloop hits away and now he's a .286 hitter with no power. The stats really don't mean much." 

What if you also "hypothetically" added two shots he happened to hit towards someone who made a good play on. Now he's back to being a .333 hitter. 

Should we not read anything into Barry Bonds hitting close to .400 this spring. For every case of someone overperforming there is an underachiever. But one truth holds in all this. You have to hit the ball, catch the ball and throw the ball. If you can do it in spring training, you can do it. Maybe not as well during the season, but maybe even better during the season. 

Todd Young 

The point I was trying to make, though maybe not as well as I could have since a couple of people wrote in about it, wasn't that Chad Allen has benefited more from bloop singles than everyone else. It was that with such a small sampling of at-bats, the numbers can change pretty quickly with a break or two. 

And I wouldn't limit that to spring training. If you want to get real excited about any 50 at-bat stretch, be my guest. But I'd be real hesitant to project a season's worth of production off a sampling like that. 

Here are a few examples to keep things in perspective, using last year's spring training numbers and last year's regular season results: 

Marlon Anderson, Phillies. Spring: .380 with 10 RBIs in 79 at-bats. Season: .252 with 54 RBIs in 452 at-bats. 

Sean Berry, Brewers. Spring: .414 with two homers and seven RBIs in 58 at-bats. Season: .228 with two homers and 23 RBIs in 259 at-bats. 

Karim Garcia, Tigers. Spring: .339 with six homers and 18 RBIs in 59 at-bats. Season: .240 with 14 homers and 32 RBIs in 288 at-bats. 

Ruben Rivera, Padres. Spring: .333 with 12 extra-bats hits and 15 RBIs in 75 at-bats. Season: .195 average with 143 strikeouts in 411 at-bats. 

Javier Valentin, Twins. Spring: .450 average in 40 at-bats. Season: .248 with five homers and 28 RBIs in 218 at-bats. 

I could keep going and list another 20 examples, but you get the picture. A small sampling of at-bats is simply not a reliable indicator of what a guy is likely to do over a long season. Whether that makes it "cliché" to disregard them or not, I'm still going to disregard them. But you're welcome to read into them whatever you like. 

Will BA be publishing the 25-man rosters for MLB? I know you did the 40-man rosters at the end of the year last year, and would like to find out what the 25-man rosters are now that (in my mind) the season is starting. Or maybe you can point me where to look. Thanks for the great mag/site! 

Joe Karbowski 

We will be running complete Opening Day rosters for every major and minor league (full season) team. Since the minor league season doesn't start until Thursday, it will probably be sometime Friday or Saturday before those start appearing on the site. As you can imagine, it's quite a task to get 150 rosters here, input and proofread. But you will be able to find all of that information here. 

If you just can't wait to see the major league rosters, you might check majorleaguebaseball.com. They have them all, but as of yesterday they weren't all down to 25. I haven't checked them again today to see if they have taken care of that. 

As for the minor league rosters, some teams have already posted their preliminary roster up on their own Website, but those are subject to change until Thursday. 

Is Leo Vasquez the A's lefthander the same Leo Vasquez that pitched in 1996 in the Prairie League with the Aberdeen Pheasants? Right after the season, he got signed out of the league, and I have not seen his name until last season in Double-A. 

One more question, is there any truth to the rumors that the northern league is interested in setting up "The Northern Lites League"? It was in a local newspaper, but I have not seen anything of it since. It was to locate into some of the more popular Prairie League cities such as Regina, and Minot. 

Thanks 

Neal Woloschuk 

That is indeed the same Leo Vasquez. He went 11-2 with a 2.22 ERA for Aberdeen in 1996 and his contract was purchased by the Mets on Sept. 13 of that year. He played two and a half seasons in the Mets organization before moving to Oakland along with outfielder Terrence Long in the Kenny Rogers trade last July. 

I asked our independent league expert Mark Derewicz about the second question and he said he believes the league will be called the Northern Star League. It is scheduled to begin play in 2002 and is in no way at all affiliated with the Northern League. 

March 30, 2000 

Four days to go until the real Opening Day. There are some interesting cuts burning up the transaction wires. You could field a full lineup of young players who had regular jobs last season that have now been told to report to the minors, or even flat out released. 

Your Triple-A all-star team might look something like this: C-Ben Davis, Las Vegas; 1B-Doug Mientkiewicz, Salt Lake; 2B-Marlon Anderson, Scranton/Wilkes-Barre; SS-Mike Caruso, Charlotte; 3B-Dave Hollins, Durham; OF-Chad Allen, Salt Lake; Todd Greene, released; Randy Winn, Durham; P-Carlos Castillo, Charlotte; Jason Johnson, Rochester. 

Okay, I cheated a little with Hollins. He's not young, but the team needs a little veteran leadership and I can't find any other third baseman for the club. I thought it would be fudging too much to throw Mike Lamb in there, though it did look at the beginning of the month like he had the inside track on the Rangers' job. 

Coincidentally, our first couple of questions deal with spring training decisions. 

Why do teams continue to place so much emphasis on spring training stats? It sure seems foolish to make personnel decisions on 30 at-bats or 30 innings. If Eric Gagne looked ready for the show last year, why throw that out the window because of a few bad three-inning outings? 

Or why keep a John Roskos on the basis of a few at-bats (many probably vs. minor leaguers) when nothing in his track record would lead one to believe he's for real? 

Allen Telgenhof 

Charlevoix, MI 

I'm in complete agreement with Allen that spring training stats are not to be taken too seriously. Though they are available in several places on the Web, the only time I consulted them all spring was last week when I had to look up Roskos' numbers for this column. 

But I wouldn't assume that too many managers out there are reading much into them either. I was reading a story on the Florida Sun-Sentinel site in which Marlins manager John Boles was talking about one of his young players. He said that he doesn't care about the result of the at-bat, he cares about the at-bat itself. If a player collects four bloop hits in a game, in Boles' book he's 0-for-4. Meanwhile, if another player lines out hard four times, he's 4-for-4. 

That makes a lot of sense to me. There's an old saying about it being a long season and everything evens out, etc. But that's only true for the long season itself. For a short 50-60 at-bat season like spring training, a few breaks can really inflate a guy's batting average and a couple of mistakes can kill a pitcher's ERA. 

It would be foolish for a team to base their personnel decisions solely on the stat lines that come from the Grapefruit or Cactus leagues. Statistics can lie, or at least exaggerate a little. But if a pitcher is getting crushed, like Ed Yarnall or Eric Gagne this spring, that's going to set off an alarm for a manager whether he reads the stat sheet or not. Gagne looked great last fall, but if he's not getting it done now, the manager needs to consider whether he's likely to get it done in April. Maybe he's not throwing with the same mechanics or the same confidence he had last September. Maybe there's some other factor. But the bottom line is, if he doesn't look like one of the five best starters the Dodgers have at this point in time, they need to make a decision about where to send him. 

Also, if you're going to write off a spring training performance because of the competition (minor league pitchers, etc.), you can't put too much stock into a September performance for the same reason. You've got a lot of minor leaguers getting their feet wet in September and the veteran players on half of the teams no longer have the incentive of a pennant race to draw out their best effort. 

I'm not sure what John Roskos will do if given a real chance this season, but it's not really fair to say the guy has nothing in his track record to prove he's for real. What's your definition of for real? I don't think he's a legitimate .600 hitter, but the guy is a career .295 hitter in the minor leagues. That's a better track record than a lot of guys have when they get to the major leagues. That it took a phenomenal spring for him to get his foot in the door shouldn't be a knock on him. But at the same time, people need to be realistic in their expectations of what he'll do in the long season. 

I was shocked when I saw Chad Allen of Minnesota was sent to Triple-A. He had a pretty solid rookie season and was hitting .333 this spring. Why did they send him down and who is going to start in left field? 

David Chivvis 

Like I said, don't put too much stock into the .333 average. Allen was 14-for-42 this spring (just referenced the stats for the second time) with no home runs. Let's hypothetically take two bloop hits away and now he's a .286 hitter with no power. The stats really don't mean much. 

I wish I could find it now, but I remember reading a story before spring training started in which Twins manager Tom Kelly basically said it was time for some of his young players to realize how fortunate they were last season. He was really upset about his team's overall lack of effort in September, though he was at somewhat of a loss to explain it all. The upshot of the story was that Kelly was saying no one should expect to win a job this spring just because they had one all last summer. 

And true to his word, Kelly told three of his 1999 regulars to pack their bags for Triple-A. Along with Allen, first baseman Doug Mientkiewicz and catcher Javier Valentin were sent to Salt Lake. 

Allen was somewhat of a surprise last year when he made the club after having played at Double-A New Britain in 1998. In fact, he was the player we featured when we did our Opening Day Surprises last year. You might be able to get away with calling his rookie season "pretty solid," because he did keep his head above water and manage to hold onto the starting job all year. But, you're not going very far with a left fielder who hits 10 home runs and drives in 46 in 481 at-bats. 

The Twins are apparently going to take their chances with Butch Huskey in left field this year. In 95 fewer at-bats last year, Huskey hit 12 more homers than Allen and collected 31 more RBIs. For my money, he's a step up for the Twins. 

I've got a question here about Tigers future superstar Jeff Weaver. Recently Tigers manager Phil Garner said he would send Weaver to the Triple-A Toledo after spring training and use a four-man rotation for the first two weeks of the season given two off days. 

I understand how this would help the Tigers by opening up an extra roster spot. What I do not understand is that Garner said the move was to help rest Weaver's arm, which suffered through dead periods toward the end of last year. Meanwhile Garner said Weaver will get a couple of starts down at Toledo. What I do not understand is, isn't two starts in Toledo just the same as two starts in Detroit? I mean aren't innings just the same anywhere you throw them? Why does Garner feel that this will somehow rest Weaver's arm when it will be used just the same, if not more, just in a different uniform? 

Thanks, 

Jared Silver 

I don't think innings are the same anywhere you throw them. Especially if you're throwing them under what are basically rehab conditions. Weaver can relax in Toledo and get a little work in without the stress of trying to be perfect on every pitch. As long as he's not completely bombed, he knows he'll still get the call in mid-April when the Tigers need a fifth guy. 

It's also easier to keep a guy on a pitch count in the minor leagues than it is in the big leagues. If the Tigers want to contend this year, they know that every game counts. If they want to take it easy on Weaver and give him a couple of 70-pitch starts, they can do that at the Triple-A level and not worry so much about what that does for the team's chances of winning those games. I haven't seen any specific pitch limit the Tigers have targeted for Weaver, but you have to guess they're not just going to turn him loose in Toledo. 

You answered a question about A.J. Hinch and the big discrepancy between his minor league and major league numbers a few days ago. Could it be that a lot of catching prospects with solid offensive ability tend to struggle a bit longer when they make the big leagues than comparable prospects at other positions? Now I can't back this up from the limited resources I have, but I can name several catchers who have followed this pattern over the last decade or so: For example, Todd Hundley, Mike Lieberthal, Darren Daulton, to a lesser extent Eddie Taubensee and Brook Fordyce. Each of them struggled vs. major league pitching for several seasons before becoming an offensive force of sort. 

Do you run studies about things like this? Maybe it's the added responsibility for a catcher who reaches the major league level compared to other positions. I'd love to hear your thoughts on this. 

André 

Bonn, Germany 

There is a lot of anecdotal evidence out there that shows catchers do often mature later than other position players. They have a lot more to learn at their position than a left fielder or a third baseman does, and much of their effort is put into learning how to work with a pitching staff and call a game. 

While many catchers must marvel at Ivan Rodriguez, inside they have to hate the guy just a little. At 19, IRod was handling a big league staff and hitting well enough to earn the starting job in Texas. Getting to the big leagues as a teenager is a major accomplishment for anyone, let alone a catcher. 

I wouldn't go so far as to call this a "study," but let's take a quick look at the ages at which some of the other full-time catchers out there first found their offensive stroke: 

	Sandy Alomar
	23 

	Brad Ausmus
	26 

	Darrin Fletcher
	26 

	Brook Fordyce
	28 

	Joe Girardi
	28 

	Carlos Hernandez
	30 

	Todd Hundley
	25 

	Charles Johnson
	23 

	Jason Kendall
	21 

	Mike Lieberthal
	27 

	Javy Lopez
	24 

	Brent Mayne
	29 

	Mike Piazza
	24 

	Eddie Taubensee
	25 

	Jason Varitek
	27 

	Chris Widger
	27 

	Dan Wilson
	26 


Yeah, it's debatable whether some of those guys have every really found their stroke, but I tried to look at them relative to themselves. 

Hinch, remember is still just 25, so A's fans can take heart in knowing that he's still younger than many major league catchers were when they figured it all out. 

March 28, 2000 

I'm not sure about you, but I get some of my best sleeping done between 5 a.m. and the time my alarm goes off at 7:30. I hit the REM sleep running and come out with all kinds of good dreams. None of them, however, involve Major League Baseball holding its season opener in Japan. 

Opening Day for most baseball fans is as big a deal as Christmas. But it's hard to get too excited about it this year, because you don't know which day to celebrate. Is April 3, the day that most major league teams play their first games, the real Opening Day? Or does this two-day shenanigan in Japan count? It's hard to get excited for the first pitch of the season when there have been two games on the books for nearly a week. And it's harder still to get out of bed at 5 a.m. (4 a.m. for you Cubs fans) to watch a game halfway around the world that has "EXHIBITION" stamped all over it. 

I'm sure MLB will tell you this series was set up in an effort to grow the game internationally. Baseball is the greatest game in the world, and efforts to expand the market should be applauded--to an extent. It's nice to reel in new fans, but I think you cross the line when you steal Opening Day from the fans that have been supporting the game all along. 

I could say I'm protesting by not watching the two Mets-Cubs contests, but the truth is, I'll be asleep. 

I'm done using the soap box now, so let's get on to a few questions. 

Hello BA, First of all I want to thank you guys for all the great minor league info and coverage you do. Every morning you are my shot in the arm for my baseball fix. I am a father of a minor leaguer and it helps to see his name in any of your writeups (good ones hopefully). My son's name is Scott Kirby he plays for the Brewers. Scott has had a roller coaster career to say the least. It seems he is on track for the moment. My question is, could you dig up some successful ball players that have made it to the Big Show with similar careers for comparisons to Scott's career. Thanks again for your Website and paper. Look forward to hearing from you. 

Thanks 

Dad 

Fear not, Dad. There are several examples handy of players who have gotten off to slow starts on their pro careers and eventually reached the big leagues. 

For those who might not be quite so familiar with Scott as his father is, here's a little background. He was taken in the 30th round of the 1995 draft by the Brewers and signed the following May as a draft-and-follow after attending Polk (Fla.) CC. He spent his first two seasons at Rookie-level Helena, batting .262 with 11 homers and 47 RBIs in 1997 after a .200-4-21 showing the previous season. 

In 1998 at Class A Beloit, Scott hit .203 with eight homers in 359 at-bats. He seemed like a longshot at that point, but then everything clicked for him last year and he became a prospect in the Brewers' eyes by hitting .296 with 27 home runs at two Class A stops. That was enough to earn him the No. 9 spot on the Brewers Top 10 this past winter. 

I spent a little time combing through the Baseball America Super Register looking for players who reached the big leagues after first spending several years at the lower levels of the minor leagues. I'm sure this isn't an all-inclusive list, but heck, the book is 702 pages long and includes over 6,300 players. As Kirby is a corner infielder, I tried to focus on corner infielders and outfielders, and leave middle infielders and catchers out. 

Here's who I came up with: Cubs outfielder Roosevelt Brown, Red Sox first baseman Brian Daubach, Giants third baseman Russ Davis, Padres outfielder Al Martin and Yankees outfielder Shane Spencer. 

Brown, who was drafted in the 20th round in 1993, took 5 1/2 seasons to reach Double-A. While Kirby is expected to accomplish that feat this year (after four seasons), he, like Brown, showed his power for the first time in his fourth season. 

Daubach, a 17th-round pick in 1990, spent five seasons in Rookie-ball and Class A. In his fourth season, at Class A Capital City, he hit .280 with seven homers and 72 RBIs. It took him another six years to stick as a major leaguer, and I'm guessing Kirby is hoping he can move a little fast than that. 

A 29th-rounder in 1988, Davis reached Double-A in his fourth season, but hit just .218-8-58 at Albany in 1991. The next year he returned to the Eastern League and hit .285 with 22 homers. He was 22 that year, the same age Kirby was last season when he broke through. 

Like Daubach, Martin spent five years in Rookie-ball and Class A, meeting potential wives in cities like Sumter, S.C.; Idaho Falls; Burlington, Iowa; and Durham, N.C. An eighth-round pick in 1985, he didn't really break through as a hitter until his eighth season, when he batted .305 with 51 extra-base hits at Triple-A Buffalo. 

Spencer, who was drafted in the 28th round in 1990, tops the list with six full seasons below the Double-A level. In fact, he put in more than eight years in the minor leagues before getting his first big league call. He was 24 when his power came through and he hit 29 homers at Double-A Norwich in 1996. 

I've been reading in the newspaper that Glendon Rusch has apparently won the fifth-starter job for the New York Mets. But at the same time, the transactions report that Rusch was optioned to Norfolk. What's going on? Is this move related to the team playing in Japan, or something to do with jockeying for the final 25 man roster? 

Thanks, 

Tom 

I too did a doubletake when I saw that Rusch had been sent to Norfolk just minutes after I read that he had won the fifth starter's job. But it's just a roster-spot game. By keeping Rusch off the roster until the Mets actually need to use him in a game, they gain an additional player for their first four games. 

This strategy works best at the beginning of the season, though sometimes teams will send out their No. 5 starter at the all-star break or during a stretch when they have a couple of off-days and he might be skipped anyway. That's because of the Ten-Day Rule, that says any player optioned to the minor leagues must stay there 10 days, unless they are needed sooner because another player is injured and placed on the DL. 

Incidentally, Rusch and I share an alma mater. He graduated from Seattle's Shorecrest High six years after I did. I met him for the first time in 1995, though, thousands of miles from Seattle, in Lynchburg, Va., at the Carolina League all-star game. 

I am at a loss to understand how A.J. Hinch can look like a future Hall of Famer in the minors and fall flat on his face in the majors. Do you have any insight into that in general and Hinch in particular? 

Thanks, Rob, San Jose 

Hinch is hardly the first guy to tear through the minors, only to stumble upon reaching the big leagues. There are a few factors, but I think the biggest one is it's simply tougher to excel in the majors because you're playing against the best players in the world. Major league pitchers can exploit a hitter's weaknesses far more consistently than minor league hurlers can. Ballpark factors shouldn't be overlooked as well, and Hinch played his minor league ball in the California and Pacific Coast leagues, two notorious hitters' circuits. And I've never seen this mentioned in regards to Hinch, but "stage fright," for lack of a better term, could come into play with some players. There's a zillion times more pressure to succeed in the major league spotlight. 

Hinch is an interesting case, because his numbers are so markedly different from the minors to the majors. He's a .333 career hitter in the minor leagues, with 35 doubles and 26 homers in 519 at-bats. In the majors he's a .225 hitter with 14 doubles and 16 homers in 542 at-bats. I suspect the real A.J. Hinch lies somewhere in between, likely closer to what he's done in the major leagues. 

Despite all of Hinch's heroics with the bat as a minor leaguer, many people still viewed him as a defensive guy first prior to his big league debut. That's an amazing label given what he had done offensively in 1997 and the fact that he didn't have the arm strength then normally associated with a frontline catcher. Here's a flashback to the 1998 A's Top 10 list, on which Hinch ranked No. 4: 

"Hinch hit for average and power last year, but people hardly talk about his bat. He has a knack for catching: He can call a game, work with pitchers and maintain a quiet target behind the plate. At 23, he has shown leadership skill." 

Maybe not the writeup you'd expect for a guy who just hit .328 with 24 homers and 97 RBIs in his pro debut. But scouts weren't fooled into thinking he was going to be a big-time hitter, let alone a Hall of Famer. And it looks like they were right. Of course, he's still only 25 years old, so maybe we shouldn't give up on the guy just yet. 

March 23, 2000 

Since Tuesday I got some further information on Omar Beltre's situation. You might recall we had a question about him then. Beltre's signing bonus from the Rangers was $650,000, which is just about smack dab in the middle of the $400,000 and $1 million range that Evan Grant gave me. 

But there's more to the story. Beltre and his agent Don Nomura had apparently come to a verbal agreement with the Reds on a deal for around $300,000 last fall, but the Reds were hoping to delay the signing and count it against this year's budget. Unfortunately for them, in the meantime Beltre picked up a few mph on his fastball, putting him in the 93-95 mph range. Nomura opened the bidding back up and eventually got twice as much money from the Rangers. 

In another development on another Tuesday question, the second player to be named in the Hideki Irabu deal was sent to the Yankees. The Expos sent righthander Christian Parker to New York to complete the deal that had earlier cost them righthander Jake Westbrook and lefthander Ted Lilly. Parker, 24, spent most of last season at Double-A Harrisburg, going 8-5, 3.65 with 45 strikeouts in 89 innings. He's not regarded as as much of a prospect as Westbrook or Lilly. 

A couple of readers wrote in saying they thought the Expos had given up too much. I didn't want to weigh in on that until I saw who the last player was. It hurts a little to give up young pitching of the caliber of Westbrook and Lilly, but I don't think this was a horrible deal for the Expos. It can only help Irabu to get as far away from the Yankees as possible, and Montreal fits that bill. He showed flashes of brilliance in his two-plus seasons in Yankee Stadium, and maybe he can put things together out of the spotlight. 

If Ed Yarnall keeps struggling for the Yankees, they might begin wishing they had Irabu back. At least they knew what they were getting, and he did post a winning record over the past two seasons (20-16). That's more than most clubs can say for their No. 5 starter. 

What's the story with John Roskos? He's tearing the cover off the ball this spring (yes, I know it's only spring), and his numbers with Calgary last year were really solid. I know he's 25, and he can play a few positions, but what's his background, and does he have a spot with the Pads, or will they move him? 

Thanks, 

John 

Roskos is indeed hot this spring. He's batting .636 in 22 at-bats with five doubles and four home runs. Still, he hasn't won himself a spot on the 25-man roster yet, according to the San Diego Union-Tribune. The Padres are pretty tight on roster spots and Roskos could feel the squeeze. 

There must be something about the Southwest that brings out the best in Roskos. According to the Marlins 1999 media guide, he hit .600 over his last two years in high school in Albuquerque. He's shown an impressive bat at-times in his minor league career as well. Last year at Triple-A Calgary he hit .320-24-90 and led the Pacific Coast League with 44 doubles and 68 extra-base hits (tied with Salt Lake's David Ortiz). That was enough to earn him honors as the Marlins' organization player of the year. But after seven years in the Florida system, Roskos opted for free agency this winter. He signed with the Padres last November. 

Roskos is versatile enough to be a valuable utility player for the Padres. Drafted as a catcher, he played four different positions last year. He spent 85 games in the outfield, 31 at first base, seven at catcher and two at third. Given that and his spring it seems like the Padres should try to find a spot for him on the Opening Day roster. But he's not the first guy to tear it up in spring training and history is rich with guys who couldn't keep it up once the games counted. 

With Milwaukee struggling to keep their rotation healthy what are the chances that Ben Sheets will be called up this year? 

BerlerD@aol.com 

I certainly wouldn't bet against Sheets reaching the big leagues this season. Last year Ryan Rupe (Devil Rays), Jeff Weaver (Tigers) and Kip Wells (White Sox) all made their major league debuts the year after they were drafted. Sheets and A's lefthander Barry Zito seem like good bets to do so this year. 

Sheets finished last season at Class A Stockton and I'd guess he'll start this year at Double-A Huntsville. If he's on a roll after a couple of months, it's not out of the question that he could work his way into the Brewers rotation. 

Incidentally, the Brewers had some good news this week on the pitching front when it was determined that Jamey Wright would not need surgery to repair damage to his right rotator cuff and labrum. The Brewers think now that he'll be able to strengthen the shoulder through exercises and could return to action in as little as six weeks. 

I am trying to find out what happened to Chad McConnell. He played for Creighton and was on the 1992 Olympic team. He got drafted in the first round (1993?) by the Phillies, I believe, and I haven't heard anything since. 

Thanks, 

Brian Ludeke 

McConnell was the Phillies' first-round pick in 1992 and began his pro career in 1993. He played four seasons in the Phillies organization, spending his last 2 1/2 years at Double-A Reading. He sat out the 1997 season following back surgery and that pretty much ended his pro career. 

March 21, 2000 

I'd like to thank all the Red Sox fans who took time out of their busy schedules to write us with their concerns about our major and minor league talent rankings. I don't really have the space or inclination here to go through everything again, so I won't. But I would just like to say that we don't have anything against the Red Sox and we are not part of any global conspiracy to denigrate Boston and its fans. The most passionate fan of any team in our office would be John Manuel, who has been a diehard Red Sox fan since he was a small child. John, in fact, is so devout a Sox fan that he served time in detention in high school for body-checking a friend who had the audacity to make fun of Bill Buckner following a certain game that all Red Sox fans remember. 

It's always possible that our ranking of the Red Sox won't prove accurate in time. If so, it will be simply because we were wrong, not because of our hidden agenda. 

Now onto new business . . . 

The Rangers have recently signed a prospect out of the Dominican Republic named Omar Beltre for what has been called a "significant" bonus. Do you have any information about this signing and how Beltre could affect the team? 

Thanks, 

David 

I asked our Rangers correspondent, Evan Grant of the Dallas Morning News, about the Beltre signing. He said the 17-year-old righthander got somewhere in between the $400,000 righthander Leiby Guzman signed for last March and $1 million. That gives you a little bit of a range, but the bottom line is that's a fairly significant signing bonus for a Dominican player, even in the shadows of Wilin Aybar's $1.4 million deal with the Dodgers, etc. 

Also significant, Grant says, is that the Rangers plan to start Beltre out in the Rookie-level Gulf Coast League this summer, skipping him over the Dominican Summer League. 

Grant also reports that Jorge Diaz, who finally made it to camp last week, is working out with Triple-A Oklahoma and will remain in minor league camp. So his visa snafu cost him whatever slim chance he had at making the Opening Day roster. Veteran Luis Alicea has the second-base job for now, but his grasp is not firm, with Frank Catalanotto nipping at his heels. 

I am a senior at Wittenberg University and upon graduation this May I will begin working for the Mahoning Valley Scrappers in the NY-Penn League. 

I am trying to find out complete information on seat licenses. What are they exactly and what are they designed to do? If you have any information on this topic available, I would be most appreciative. 

Also, I am writing a paper in my Economics of Sports class concerning the relationship between a team's success on the diamond and their continued success at the ticket office. Do you have any information related to this issue. Anything you have would be helpful. 

Thank You, 

Jason Kidik 

Seat licenses have come into vogue as a way to help finance new stadium projects. A seat license buys a fan the right to buy season tickets. It's not really a deposit on the tickets, because it doesn't go toward the cost of the tickets. It's a brilliant scheme on the part of team owners, and also a way for fans to help finance stadiums without using public money. 

You might wonder why a fan would pay $1,000 or whatever, just for the right to pay more money to buy season tickets. But why do alumni donate money to their college athletics departments? It's a way for some fans to support something they truly enjoy. 

As for attendance, we've concluded over the years that winning and attendance are largely unrelated in minor league baseball. There may be some correlation at the higher levels, but at the lower levels winning doesn't really draw fans to the park. And minor league playoff games are poor draws as a rule. 

Let's take a look at last year's league champions and where they finished in the attendance race in their league. 

	League
	Champion
	Rank

	International
	Charlotte
	12th (14)

	Pacific Coast
	Vancouver
	15th (16)

	Eastern
	Harrisburg
	7th (12)

	Southern
	Orlando
	10th (10)

	Texas
	Wichita
	5th (8)

	California
	San Bernardino
	4th (10)

	Carolina*
	Wilmington
	1st (8)

	Carolina*
	Myrtle Beach
	3rd (8)

	Florida State
	Kissimmee
	14th (14)

	Midwest
	Burlington
	11th (14)

	South Atlantic
	Augusta
	4th (14)

	New York-Penn
	Hudson Valley
	3rd (14)

	Northwest
	Spokane
	2nd (8)

	Appalachian
	Martinsville
	4th (10)

	Pioneer
	Missoula
	5th (8)


*Wilmington and Myrtle Beach were declared co-champions of the Carolina League after Hurricane Floyd forced the cancellation of the final series. 

I guess if you want your team to win the league championship, you'd do well in most cases to keep people away from your home games. Maybe teams concentrate better in a quiet ballpark. 

Actually, the truth is, minor league fans don't go to games because they care if the team wins or loses. They go for the promotions, because it's a reasonably priced family outing and it's fun. They also go to show their support for the team and the players. 

Like in the major leagues, a new stadium is just about a guarantee that a minor league team will draw. But unlike big league fans, minor league patrons don't seem to worry about the results. 

The Expos just included Ted Lilly in the Irabu trade, as one of the two players to be named later. You guys had him rated 6th on the Expos prospect list. But he did get bombed in the major leagues late last season. How do you see him fitting into the Yanks pitching prospects? Is he a starter or reliever? Also, who do you think will be the other player when the deal is completed? A third pitcher? 

On another matter,could you explain slugging percentage? How is the stat figured mathematically, and what does it really mean? 

Thanks, I love your magazine and Website. 

Jim 

Lilly would probably fit in somewhere in the 11-15 range on the Yankees list. He throws an excellent curveball, which was the best in the Expos system. He did get bombed in his big league time last year, but he was battling bone chips in his elbow, for which he had surgery after the season. So his 0-1, 7.61 numbers don't necessarily tell the whole story. 

Lilly was regarded by the Expos as a starter long-term, though there might not be much opportunity in the starting ranks with the Yankees, unless lefthander Ed Yarnall fails as the No. 5 starter. They don't seem likely to include two rookies in the rotation at the same time. 

The third player in the deal is believed to be a pitcher. The rumor I've seen was righthander Mike Johnson, a hard thrower who has struggled in his big league opportunities. The two teams have until June 22 to complete the trade, so a 1999 draftee could be included. 

Slugging percentage is simply total bases divided by at-bats. It basically puts power numbers into an average form so it's a better tool to compare power hitters than simply raw numbers for home runs, etc. 

I would like to know about Allen Dina, a minor league player in the Mets organization. He had incredible numbers last year at St. Lucie in the Fla. State league--in 85 games, .344-12-47 and 34 steals--unbelievable for a half season in a pitcher's league. He is not rated one of the top 10 prospects in the league, however. In fact, he's not even listed anywhere in the top 15 prospects of the Mets organization. I did note that when he was promoted to Binghamton (AA) he did nothing: .229-0-15 and 9 steals. Is he considered at all a viable prospect? And can you explain how he had such a great season at A ball--and no recognition? 

Michael Stern 

Dina is an interesting player. He's 26 but has been playing pro ball for just two seasons. He signed in 1998 as a nondrafted fifth-year senior out of St. Leo College in Florida. And he crushed Florida State League pitching in the first half of the season last year. 

Dina was able to sign his first pro contract at 24, because the Mets figured his circumstances were unusual enough for them to overlook his age. They signed him to a $500 bonus, which is about the smallest bonus you're going to find these days. The odds are long on him becoming an impact player in the big leagues, but if he reaches New York his story will be a fun one, even if he's just there for a cup of coffee. 

Does a year spend on the DL (i.e. Wood) count as a full season for arbitration and free-agency purposes? 

Thanks, 

Greg Herczeg 

Yes, time on the DL counts as service time. The only exception is that it doesn't count against Rookie of the Year eligibility. So when Chipper Jones spent the 1994 season on the disabled list, he got credit for a year of service time, but was still a rookie in 1995. 

What exactly is a simulated game? You hear about pitchers on rehab participating in simulated games but I've never got an explanation. 

Thanks. 

John Ewing 

A simulated game is basically a structured practice, where a pitcher will throw to hitters, simulating a real game experience. Pitchers will generally throw simulation games as one of the steps of their rehab, before they go on a minor league rehab assignment and throw in an actual game. 

March 16, 2000 

Welcome to the new, twice-a-week Ask BA. It looks and feels much like the old, three-times-a-week version, but just a little less frequently. As many of you have mentioned in your e-mails, this column has helped us all get through the offseason. But now it's time to gear up for the new season, and there are a lot of things we want to work on here. 

For starters, we're completely overhauling our minor league team pages--in the hopes of actually giving people a reason to visit them this year. (They were kind of, um, sparse last year.) We're also excited about bringing back features from last season like the Howe Daily Highlights, PSX major league reports, Today's Matchup, etc. We're really excited about Year II of Baseball America Online, but there are only so many hours in the day and at this point in time, Ask BA is going to take a tiny squeeze. 

We've got a couple of good questions for you today, though, thanks to the minor league talent rankings. 

BA, 

Why is it that as the Red Sox organization gets better on the field it's ranking in BA stays down at absurd middle to low levels? Take a look at your rankings the last couple of years and see how far off they've been. Now this year 14th? 21st minor league? What team have I been watching in the playoffs? Whose prospects are contributing, delivering top quality players in trades and climbing steadily through the minors? Why is it that the Sox expanded presence in international signings is taken as a strength everywhere else but as a weakness by BA? 

Oh well. I'll enjoy seeing you proved wrong again this summer. 

Frank 

Let's make sure we all understand what the rankings are actually ranking. We ranked the Red Sox No. 7 in major league talent. If they play to the capabilities of their talent, that puts them in the playoffs. And in the last few years under Jimy Williams, they've always played better than their talent. The only way they'll prove us wrong this summer is by underperforming and not making the playoffs. 

Where the Sox ranked low was in the minor league talent rankings. They were slotted in at No. 21 due to a lack of depth in positional prospects, specifically up-the-middle players. Their organizational depth was not helped last year when they failed to sign their fourth-through ninth-round picks. The Asian pitchers they've added have certainly helped deepen their system, but they're not as deep as most organizations overall. 

As for our rankings the last couple of years, it's only fair if you're using a barometer of major league success to go by our major league talent rankings. In 1998 we ranked the Sox 13th. They finished with the fifth best record in the major leagues. Last year we ranked them 12th and they finished with the ninth best record. So they did perform better than their talent ranking would have projected. 

But, does talent always equal wins? Not necessarily. Ask the Dodgers about the 1999 season. They had a lot of talent, but they didn't play very well as a team. Conversely, a team can play better than its talent. I don't mean this as a knock, because it's quite an accomplishment to maximize the talent that you have. 

If you look at the Red Sox of 1999, there were two players on their roster that stood out as top of the league talents. What Jimy Williams did with the rest of that roster is amazing. He gets excellent results every season. But he does it with a lineup that man for man doesn't stack up talentwise with some of the other teams in the majors. 

Come on, guys. I understand the Yankees are America's darlings but the Marlins do beat them out in this category (minor league talent). Florida gave the Yankees Ed Yarnall to complete the trade of Mike Lowell because he really did not have the long-term potential as the other arms in the systems. But once he got to the Yanks he the second coming of Tom Glavine. Plus I do believe what made that trade was not Yarnall but Class A pitcher Todd Noel. 

Hey, don't get me wrong I think the Yanks have an outstanding farm system but Florida has what everybody wants you said in the article that is quality power pitcher not just one or two probable five or six. I understand the media and the press don't want to give the Marlins any credit seeing they are a laughing stock of baseball but give credit where credit is due. 

Thank you, 

Esasso@cs.com 

Let the record show that we did rank the Marlins No. 2 in minor league talent, which I would say gives them some credit. We also included eight Marlins on our Top 100 Prospects list, the most of any organization. We have never been shy about giving the Marlins credit during their rebuilding. In fact, at times we may have given them too much credit. 

The Marlins have assembled an impressive array of talent. Dave Dombrowski has managed to acquire legitimate prospects in nearly every deal he's pulled off, even when it looked like he had little leverage to work with. 

But the one concern with the Marlins system is that many of their prospects failed to step forward and turn their physical tools into baseball results last year. As David Rawnsley says in the talent rankings, "the organization's emphasis on pure tools has resulted in a lack of plate-management skills for both hitters and pitchers." 

Just wondering what your take is on Milwaukee prospect Cristian Guerrero. Could he be for the Brewers what Vlad has become for the Expos? 

Thanks, 

Jay 

Cristian was ranked conservatively at No. 10 on the Brewers Top 10 list due to his inexperience, but he has the ability to climb that list quickly if he performs. 

He's at the same level as his cousin Vladimir was at the same age. Back in 1995, Vladimir stamped himself as a top prospect in the low Class A South Atlantic League, hitting .333 with 47 extra-base hits. Cristian will head to the Midwest League this season, where he will play for Beloit. If he hits Class A pitching like he did Pioneer League pitching last year, he could quickly establish himself as the gem of the Brewers organization. 

I don't want to go too heavy on the Vladimir comparisons right now, because that's not really fair to Cristian. He's a talented young player, while Vladimir is one of the best talents in the big leagues today. It's going to be difficult for any prospect to live up to expectations like that. But Cristian is definitely a player to keep an eye on, especially if you're a Brewers fan. 

The Guerrero family is an interesting case study in that they have shown no loyalty to any one organization when it comes to signing that first contract. Wilton was the first to sign, in October 1991, with the Dodgers. Vladimir signed in March 1993 with the Expos. Cristian signed with the Brewers in August 1997. And Vladimir and Wilton's younger brother Julio signed with the Red Sox in January 1998. 

Imagine if one scout had been able to lock up the four of them for one organization. 

March 13, 2000 

Since I wrote Friday's column, one of our topics has become a little more newsworthy than I had imagined it would. Jorge "The Spider" Diaz has been denied an entry visa to come to the United States. I had been under the impression that he was already in camp, which was obviously incorrect. I did not, as one reader suggested, get him confused with Edwin Diaz. I simply had thought I'd already heard he was in camp. He wasn't. 

Diaz' agent, Joe Kehoskie, is hopeful the visa problem will be straightened out shortly, but for the moment Diaz is stuck in the Dominican Republic. If you're interested in reading more on Diaz' plight, we've got a story just for you. 

His trouble is par for the course this spring for the Rangers. They've had minor injuries keep both John Wetteland and Mike Venafro out of exhibition play and Sunday Rusty Greer came up lame. He's been bothered with a sore ankle this spring, but it got worse yesterday and he's going to have it examined this week. There could be bone chips that will need to be removed before he can play comfortably again. If that's the case, the Rangers will have a completely different Opening Day outfield than they had last year: Chad Curtis, Ruben Mateo and Gabe Kapler vs. Greer, Tom Goodwin and Juan Gonzalez. The race in the AL West could be wide open this year. 

Speaking of the AL West, speculation has the Diamondbacks moving there before long. Here's a question on the topic of realignment. 

So it appears that the Devil Rays are looking forward to coming to the National League, as are their fans. It also appears that the Diamondbacks are opposed to going to the AL, as are their fans. It is just me or does it seem like the bulk of the baseball fans (and teams) prefer the No DH rule? Are there any more rumblings that baseball will try again to adopt NL rules in both leagues? Is all of baseball being held hostage by the players association for just 14 DH jobs? 

Thanks for your help, 

Alec Milne, Ottawa 

There's more to the Diamondbacks resistance than the DH. Their big issue is that they feel like the division rivals they have in the NL West are more appealing than the teams they would face off against in the AL West. It appears their pleas will fall on deaf ears, however, and their long tradition in the NL will end after three short seasons. 

There does seem to be a lot of players and managers out there who despise the DH. I hope they can win over everyone else and purge the game of the DH "experiment." 

Theoretically, the union likes the DH rule because it provides 14 high-paying jobs for 14 formidable offensive stars. But the truth is, the number of star players who DH full-time or nearly full-time is substantially fewer than 14. 

Here's the list of every player to DH more than 80 games last year: Harold Baines, Jose Canseco, Marty Cordova, Chili Davis, John Jaha, Edgar Martinez, Rafael Palmeiro and Frank Thomas. 

Palmeiro, as you all know, won the Gold Glove at first base, despite his limited time in the field. So he shouldn't really be considered with this group. That leaves Baines, Canseco, Cordova, Davis, Jaha, Martinez and Thomas as the seven guys the union is fighting so hard to keep in baseball. Davis retired, so make that six. Cordova was invited to spring training as a nonroster player by the Red Sox this year. He is not the high-priced superstar the DH rule is supposed to be providing a job for. So reduce your pool to five. 

If they had to play defense, all but Baines could. Not that Martinez would be an asset at first base, but he could do the job. Remember, in the old days, fading superstars were put out to pasture at first base. 

So is the union fighting to keep Harold Baines in baseball? I'm trying to find numbers on how many extra tickets the Orioles will sell this year because Baines is on their roster, but those are hard to come by. I believe his family members are generally entitled to comp tickets, so they don't really count. 

I'd love for the union to trade the DH rule off for some other concession in the next round of collective bargaining. Heck, Harold Baines will probably be retired by then anyway. 

I was wondering about what you thought about Mets prospect Juan LeBron. When the Mets traded for him people were raving that he could be the next Juan Gonzalez. However, he did not play last year because of shoulder problems. This spring he is in the major league camp and once again being compared to a certain Tiger. Is he for real? When I looked up his stats for 1997 and 1998 they were nothing special. His plate judgement could be better. What do you think? 

sethphill@aol.com 

It was actually an elbow problem, not a shoulder problem, that cost LeBron his 1999 season. Apparently he's back in shape enough to impress Mets manager Bobby Valentine, who said, "He's as near to Juan Gonzalez as I've ever seen. Their abilities are similar. They have the same body type. The ball comes off his bat the same." 

Valentine is hardly the first one to draw the comparison between LeBron and fellow Puerto Rican Gonzalez. The association has been made since LeBron was taken in the first round of the 1995 draft. 

I don't think LeBron will ever be the run producer that Gonzalez is, simply because Gonzalez is one of the best sluggers in the game. But he does have all the tools to become an above-average major league player. It will be interesting to see what LeBron can do this year. The Mets farm system is thin at this point and it would be a real boost for them if he could step forward with a big season. 

As for his strike-zone judgment, LeBron has struck out 307 times and drawn just 90 walks as a pro. He did make a big improvement there in 1998, walking a career high 57 times. By the way, Gonzalez never walked more than 32 times in any minor league season, for whatever that's worth. 

March 10, 2000 

Judging from the mail we receive, I'm going to rank Brewers fans as among the most optimistic in the game. I know I've said before that I'm not sure they have good reason to be optimistic, but it's refreshing to see, nonetheless. Today we have an interesting question from a Brewers fan about two trades that are yet to be completed. They both bear watching, but it will likely be a few more months before the deals are done. 

Before we get to that, though, a quick followup on Ben Christensen. Reader Josh Chrisman wrote in to say that Christensen had a slight hamstring problem early in camp and had been unable to fully participate. That may have contributed to his early exit as well, though he was not destined to stick around much longer than he did for reasons discussed on Wednesday. 

I have two questions. They both involve trades for players to be named later. 

I have been reading raving spring training reviews of ex-Brewer Fernando Vina. As a Brewer fan, I saw that he was traded to St. Louis for Juan Acevedo and two players to be named later. Now I know these guys are '99 draft picks--supposedly high ones. So will the Brewers be able to get at least one of they guys BA has rated as one of the Cards' top ten prospects: Nick Stocks, Chance Caple, or Ben Johnson? 

The Brewers recently acquired Mark Sweeney and a player to be named later from Cincinnati in exchange for outfielder Alex Ochoa. The same questions relate here. Will the Brew Crew pick up Ty Howington or Ben Broussard? 

Thanks, 

Sean Lynch 

Washington, DC 

I asked Tom Haudricourt, our Brewers correspondent, what he'd heard about these deals. He said the two players to be named in the Vina deal are supposed to be 1999 draft picks. 

But Stocks, Caple and Johnson won't be the guys. Part of the player to be named rule says the deal must be completed within six months. Vina went from Milwaukee to St. Louis on December 20. That gives the Cardinals until June 20 to complete the trade. But there's another rule, that we in fact discussed here on Wednesday, that says a player can't be traded until a year after he signs his first contract. Stocks signed last Aug. 29, Caple signed July 15 and Johnson signed June 24. Of course, I can't imagine that any of the three would have been included anyway, but if my reading of the rules is correct, it's impossible for them to be part of this transaction. 

So who does that leave? Well, the Cardinals had a third first-rounder last year, first baseman Chris Duncan. He signed June 23, so he's out. Josh Pearce, their second-rounder and No. 11 prospect, signed June 18. He's a possibility. Third-rounder B.R. Cook, a righthander who pitched at New Jersey with Pearce, also signed June 18. Righthander Jim Journell (fourth) didn't sign until Aug. 12; he's out. Outfielder Charles Williams (fifth) signed June 30. Righthander Josh Teekel (sixth) didn't sign until July 10. Of St. Louis' remaining picks in the first 10 rounds, only second baseman Covelli Crisp (seventh), catcher Shawn Schumacher (eighth) and lefthander Kevin Sprague (10th) signed before June 20. 

So, if my calculations are correct, your pool of players, assuming they come from the top 10 rounds of the draft, comprises Pearce, Cook, Crisp, Schumacher and Sprague. Just for fun, I'll guess Pearce and Crisp are the guys. But we'll have to wait until June 18 to find out if I'm right. 

The same six-month rule means that Howington won't be the guy in the Ochoa deal. He didn't sign until Aug. 27 and the Ochoa deal took place Jan. 14. And Broussard is not going to be included because Jim Bowden knows you don't give up one of your top prospects for a backup outfielder. 

If that deal involves a 1999 draftee, and Haudricourt said he hadn't heard that it would, it will have to be someone who signed before July 14, so start your looking with that in mind. 

Hey, 

Great site, and great magazine. I love both. 

I have a question about Sean Burroughs. With Phil Nevin's recent ankle injury, and the option of having Ed "all-star courtesy of Jason Kendall" Sprague at 3rd, are the Pads considering keeping Burroughs up when they break camp? 

Can you see his ETA being pushed up if he dominates Double-A pitching? Or will the Pads take a Nick Johnson-Pat Burrell-plenty of seasoning approach? 

Thanks, 

John 

I can see no possible turn of events that lands Sean Burroughs on the Padres' Opening Day roster. This is going to sound familiar, because it's what I said about Corey Patterson. Give these guys a chance to learn how to play in the minor leagues. 

I hope the same fans that are salivating over jumping guys from the Midwest League to the big leagues are not going to be the same ones complaining when the rookies struggle and don't play fundamental baseball. 

Ed Sprague might not be the guy everyone stands in line to see, but he's the kind of player that can be useful to a team because he can buy them a year or two while they wait for someone down on the farm. Last year the Pirates used him to fill in while they farmed Aramis Ramirez out. This year the Padres can use him and Phil Nevin at third base and try to resist any urge to call Burroughs to town. I don't really see the Burroughs temptation being as strong as the Patterson temptation in Chicago, either. I can see San Diego keeping Burroughs in Double-A all year, or maybe moving him to Triple-A at the break if he's really tearing it up. Fans will have to settle for a September callup. 

I have a question about Jorge "The Spider" Diaz. Who is this man? Another newspaper (USA Today) had a one-line glowing reference to him as in the mix for the Texas 2B position in 2000. I promise not to follow him until BA says so. 

Thanks, 

Tom McCullough 

York, PA 

Tom, you can follow Diaz. Don't get overly excited, but keep an eye on him this spring, if he ever makes it to camp. The Rangers signed him to a minor league deal with a big league invitation, but he's having trouble getting a visa. (For more on that, see our news story.) Rangers scouting director Chuck McMichael was quite impressed with Diaz, who worked out at the Rangers' DSL academy after signing in February. 

BUT . . . Diaz is a guy who signed for a reported $50,000 a year and a half after defecting from Cuba. He first went to Nicaragua, but didn't get residency there. Then he went to Costa Rica, last February, and moved to the Dominican in October. The demand wasn't strong for him and Osmani Garcia, the other player the Rangers signed, to say the least. 

Diaz, who turns 31 next week (not 25 as he and the Rangers claim), also hasn't played competitively since 1997, so he's got some lost time to make up. The odds are strongly against him breaking camp with the Rangers. But if he can get his stroke back in the minor leagues, he might be able to help Texas later in the year. His signature is his glovework, which is what earned him his nickname. 

March 8, 2000 

For no good reason at all we've got a handful of Cubs questions for you today. Cubs fans throughout the nation have had a busy week of sending in their questions. And it's only Wednesday. Take the rest of the week off, Cub fans. 

My fellow Cub fans have been arguing about whether finances/free agency will impact Corey Patterson's odds of making the team, and also when Kerry Wood will become a free agent. Let me focus the questions. Normally a player becomes arbitration-eligible after 3 years, and free-agent eligible after 6. But 1/6 of the 2-year guys become arbitration eligible before completing 3 full years. 

Thus, by sending Kerry Wood to Iowa for the first 3 weeks of '98 the Cubs did not set back his arbitration clock. The same should apply if Patterson gets farmed but comes up after a few weeks. 

But will a few weeks in the minors set back Kerry and Corey's free agency, or not? In other words, does the same 1/6 exception apply for free agency as for arbitration? And if not, is it then possible that Wood could go through arbitration 4 times rather than the normal 3 times prior to free agency? 

Thanks in advance! 

Craig Jasperse 

Fargo, North Dakota 

P.S.: One other rules technicality. For how long is a player unavailable to be traded? For one year after he signs? For one year after his draft day? Or simply during the summer of his draft? In other words, could the Cubs trade Ben Christensen right now, and if not how long until they have the right to do so? 

For a player to be eligible for free agency, he must have a minimum of six years service time. This is different from the arbitration rules, where the top one-sixth (in terms of service time) of the players between two and three years of service are eligible for arbitration. That does mean that theoretically Wood--or any of the "super-twos"--could go through arbitration four times. 

I hope you're speaking hypothetically about Patterson coming up after a few weeks. Obviously it's tempting to picture a guy with his tools in center field for the Cubs, but the guy has a grand total of 112 pro games under his belt. As good as he is, it seems like he really would benefit from at least another half a season in the minor leagues. 

A player can't be traded until a year after he signs. In Christensen's case, he cannot be traded until after June 25, which is the one-year anniversary of his signing. Not that there are any rumors of him on the block or rumors that the Cubs want to deal him. Let's not start anything like that. 

Speaking of Christensen, here's another question on the Cubs' 1999 first-rounder. 

What message should we get from the Cubs sending first rounder Ben Christensen out of camp so early? Were they just protecting him and the team from negative media, or was there another reason? Most other first-rounders are still in camp, including the likes of high school first-rounders Jason Stumm and Ty Howington. What happened? 

Nate Rackley 

Harrisburg, PA 

The Cubs are one of the first teams to play this year, with their season opening on March 29 against the Mets in Tokyo. They've also got two exhibition games scheduled before that against Japanese teams on the 27th and 28th. They need to finalize their roster nearly a week before most other teams, and that gives them less time to look over guys who are obviously not in the plans for Opening Day, like Christensen. 

I wouldn't read anything into him being sent to minor league camp already. Most other first-rounders from last year will be assigned to minor league camp within the next week. In fact, the White Sox sent two of them out yesterday, with righthanders Rob Purvis and Stumm (and second-rounder Danny Wright) being reassigned to minor league camp. The Cubs just had to take care of business earlier than everyone else, because they play earlier than everyone else. 

Hi, your list of this years draft order had the Cubs picking third and the Royals picking fourth. Why are the Cubs picking earlier even though they won more games last year (67 to 64)? 

Thanks, 

Jeff McGuire 

The draft alternates between AL and NL teams, with the NL team with the worst record picking first in even numbered years. That puts the Marlins No. 1 and the Cubs No. 3, as the two teams with the worst records in the NL last year. 

Hey there. I thought I'd throw some closer questions at ya. 

First, any thoughts on who's going to get the job with the Twins? Who do you think will get the lion's share of the 15 to 20 save opportunities the Twins actually generate this year. 

Second, Francisco Cordero of the Rangers. Do you think he's going to start out the year in Triple-A? 

OK, I lied. I have a non-closer question for you. Calvin Pickering. Is his weight the only problem, or is there something else the Orioles don't like about him? It seems that, in having Clark for another year and re-signing both Baines and Conine in the offseason, they were determined to make sure there was no opening for him with the team this spring. 

Thanks 

Dan 

Even though Dan admits he lied, I'll answer all three questions. My best guess on the Twins' closer quandary would be that Bobby Ayala will emerge as the saves guy in their pen. I could see him picking up 20 saves this year. I've read in a few places that some people think Bob Wells will be the guy, but I don't see him as the closer type. For one thing, he struck out just one hitter for every two innings of work last year, and that was his best ever season. He's got a 5.17 career ERA and has just three saves to his credit. 

I'm not saying that Ayala is a world-beater, but he has pitched well at times during his career, and has closed before. And the Twins pool isn't exactly brimming with other top candidates. 

Ayala has been bit by the long ball throughout his career and the Heftydome isn't exactly the best place for a gopherball artist to work. But if anyone can afford a couple of blown saves, it's probably the Twins. 

I wouldn't be shocked to see Cordero start the season at Triple-A Oklahoma. He hasn't ever pitched at Triple-A before and the experience might be valuable for him. He did have some control problems in Detroit last fall, walking 18 hitters in 19 innings. If he does open at Oklahoma, I wouldn't expect him to be down there long, though. And if he pitches well in spring training, he has a legitimate shot at breaking camp with the big league team. 

Pickering isn't the only young player the Orioles seem to have buried. It's really kind of funny that they want to put off signing Charles Johnson to an extension because they don't want to block Jayson Werth after they've given no thought whatsoever to blocking prospects over the past couple of years. Jerry Hairston still isn't assured of winning the second base job this year, though he can run circles around Delino DeShields (and still hit and field better at the same time). Burying young players is kind of their M.O. lately, and I don't think it's anything about Pickering in particular. 

Pickering's numbers at Triple-A Rochester really weren't that bad last year, though everyone seems to overlook him as a prospect these days. Sure it was a step down from his 1998 performance at Double-A Bowie, but some of that can probably be chalked up to the lack of motivation brought on by seeing that he had no chance to crack the Orioles lineup regardless of what he did. I'm not condoning the let-up, but Pickering was hardly the first guy to sulk through a season in the minor leagues. And he rebounded with a solid showing in the Arizona Fall League. 

I'd say Pickering deserves a shot to see what he can do, but that's not going to happen unless Will Clark gets hurt. And what are the odds of that happening? They must be about 1-in-1 or so. Hmmm . . . chalk Big Cal up for a couple of hundred at-bats this summer. 

March 6, 2000 

I got to see baseball on television for the first time this year on Saturday when the Cubs faced off against the Giants. There's nothing I love more than hearing Chip Caray make fun of Steve Stone, over and over and over. Other than their playful banter, the most memorable moment for me had to be Corey Patterson's blast off lefty Alan Embree. That was fun to see. 

As for Sunday's action, here are a few notable notes: Josh Hamilton doubled home the winning run in Tampa Bay's split-squad victory over Atlanta. Byung-Hyun Kim worked a perfect ninth against the White Sox to pick up his first save of the spring. (Look out, Matt Mantei!) Cardinals righthander Chad Hutchinson pitched three scoreless innings, allowing one hit and two walks while striking out three. Tomokazu Ohka allowed six consecutive hits and five runs against the Twins in an outing he'd probably like to forget. Indians third baseman Russ Branyan went 3-for-3 with an opposite field homer off Billy Koch. 

It's sure nice to have some actual results to look at again. 

As for today's column, there are still a few questions lingering from the Top 100 Prospects. Most of them sound similar to this. 

Why are some players ranked higher than others in the team rankings, but lower in the top 100? (Jimmy Rollins/Brett Myers) Do you use different criteria when doing the top 100? 

Also, I know that you are running around doing many things, but would it be possible to rank the organizations in terms of minor league depth, or at least break down the top 100 in terms of organizations? 

Thanks, 

Ben 

Will Lingo addressed this question during his chat on ESPN.com last week. I'll go straight to his chat transcripts for the answer. 

This is a frequently asked question, and with good reason. We have about 10 different people who do Top 10 Prospects lists for us, with national correspondent David Rawnsley doing the large majority of them. Those lists are put together based on our own research and talking with scouts, managers, front-office people and the like. When we meld that all into a top 100, Rawnsley, editor Allan Simpson and I are the main contributors to the list. We all rank a personal top 150 and combine those in a raw list. We have a long discussion and make adjustments to the list, and we bounce it off other people as well. You end up with different results than the top 10s sometimes because we each have our own opinions about where players should go in relation to each other. When you put them all together it inevitably brings results that are sometimes different from the top 10s. 

We think that's OK because these are all just tools to help you and us determine the most promising players. Besides, things can change even from when a top 10 list is put together. No. 30 Abraham Nunez and No. 76 Adam Everett, for instance, don't appear on any top 10 list this year because they got traded from organizations we hadn't yet done top 10s for, to organizations whose top 10s were already completed. So we have to figure them in. 

Speaking of Nunez and Everett, we now have full scouting reports on them for you. 

Hi BA, 

A couple of years ago Ron Wright came close to being the Pirates' opening day first baseman. But serious back problems caused him to spend most of the last two years on the DL. I see that he has been acquired by the Reds, and is in their major league camp. 

Has his back recovered? Do the Reds see him as a true prospect, or is this one of those cases where there's nothing to lose by inviting him to camp? I saw him in the Southern League in '96, and he hit some shots that may not have come down yet. 

Thanks and keep up the good work, 

John Williams 

Wright was claimed on waivers by the Reds last October. The Pirates decided they didn't have room to keep him on their roster, so they had to waive him to clear a spot. They were hopeful that he would be back in action, but didn't want to risk a roster spot without knowing for sure. 

I guess it's fair to say the Reds have nothing to lose by inviting Wright to camp, but it looks like they might have a lot to gain. This isn't like inviting Brien Taylor to camp. 

Wright is back in action this spring. In three games he's 2-for-4 with an RBI. I don't like his chances to make the big league roster with Casey at first, because I can't see the Reds keeping him on the bench after he hasn't really played for two years. But if his back is healthy, and it appears it is--so far--he could turn out to be a handy guy to have around later in the season after he gets some Triple-A at-bats. Jim Bowden is the master of the waiver wire, and this could be another one of his gems. 

We are trying to find out who Cleveland got for Tommy John when he went to the White Sox, can you help us? 

Thank you, 

Doug 

According to The Sporting News Register, John was sent to Chicago in a three-way deal on January 20, 1965. John, catcher John Romano and outfielder Tommie Agee went from Cleveland to the White Sox for catcher Camilo Carreon and outfielder Rocky Colavito. The Sox had picked up Colavito earlier that day from the Athletics for outfielder Jim Landis and Mike Hershberger and pitcher Fred Talbot. 

You could say the White Sox got the best of that deal. Over the next seven seasons John reeled off ERAs of 3.08, 2.62, 2.48, 1.98, 3.26, 3,28 and 3.62 for the Sox. On Dec. 2, 1971, Chicago traded John and infielder Steve Huntz to the Dodgers for Dick Allen. 

March 3, 2000 

For those of you who don't remember, or weren't regular readers a few months ago, we had a few questions in early November about the two Cubans that the Dodgers lost last June when MLB decided they had illegally scouted in Cuba. The second of those players, Juan Diaz, finally signed this week with the Red Sox for $400,000. Red Sox fans are wondering what they've got. 

I just wanted to say that I love your publication and Website and I find this column an invaluable resource! I saw that the Red Sox yesterday signed Juan Carlos Diaz, the 24-year-old, Cuban-born first baseman who was declared a free agent after the Dodgers had scouted him against MLB rules. Where do you see him playing this year (AA-Trenton) and I see that he K's too often, but would he have found himself in the Bosox' Top 15 Prospects for 2000? If not, what type of player is he and can a make a contribution at the major league level? 

Thanks for your time and keep up the great work! 

Shane Katz 

Marlborough, MA 

Yes, Diaz has finally landed with a new organization. It took awhile and he had to come down on his demands somewhat. 

Diaz is a hulking first baseman, generously listed at 6-foot-2, 228 pounds. He's basically a one-tool guy and that tool is power. He hit 30 home runs in 438 at-bats in 1998 and nine homers in his abridged season last year. 

I ran the Diaz signing past David Rawnsley and we discovered something: If there was an organization that Diaz was destined to play for, it was the Red Sox. Not because his righthanded swing is a natural fit for Fenway Park. No, it's more because the Red Sox seem to collect players like Diaz. Brian Daubach, Morgan Burkhart and Israel Alcantara all provide a similar package. But unlike Diaz, none of them hails from Cuba, so they didn't sign for a $400,000 bonus. 

I'd go as far as saying Daubach and Burkhart are better hitters than Diaz. They both hit for a higher average and strikeout significantly less. Alcantara, an outfielder, might be the best comparison, given his strikeout-to-walk ratios, and he's spent at least part of each of the last five seasons at Double-A. 

Does that mean Diaz is bound for Double-A Trenton this year? I wouldn't bet against it, but if I were going to take my best guess I'd say the Red Sox will send him to Triple-A Pawtucket to start the year. And I wouldn't expect him to see a lot of Boston this season. 

Would he have made the Red Sox Top 15? No. That doesn't mean he's not going to be an interesting guy to keep an eye on, but don't count on him being the Sox' cleanup hitter of the future. I think it's a telling sign that it took him more than eight months to find a new home. This is a guy all 29 organizations (other than the Dodgers who were ineligible to sign him) had seen for at least three years in the minor leagues--plus a season in the Dominican Summer League--and everyone had scouting reports on him. If the rumors are true that he passed up on some seven-figure offers last summer, he's a strong candidate for the Jody Reed Award. But I think if any team had signed him for a million bucks they would have eventually come off looking awfully foolish. 

For comparison's sake, the other player the Dodgers lost last June, when the commissioner's office ruled they had illegally scouted in Cuba, was outfielder Josue Perez. Perez, who signed with the Phillies in August for $850,000, is regarded as a much better prospect because he has more than one skill. He's almost the anti-Diaz, having no power, but a little of everything else. There was some sentiment at the time that the Phillies overpaid for his services, but they said at the time they considered him a second-round talent, so they gave him second-round money (or slightly more). He was smart to take a deal when he had a chance to get back on the field and only miss a little bit of playing time. It will be interesting to see if Diaz struggles after the long layoff. 

We're in danger of turning today's column into one of those theme columns, by running the next question, which is also related to international signings. But don't worry, we'll be back to randomness by the time you get to the third question. 

What are your thoughts on an international draft? Some people point out that the talent has been thin from Puerto Rico since they were included in the draft several years ago. Is the same argument made regarding Canada? People also argue that an international draft would help low revenue teams but I disagree. It seems some teams either price themselves out of drafting top players or are priced out. I think of Milwaukee as an excellent example. There are only a few instances where international players sign for huge dollars (El Duque, Danys Baez etc) while hundreds of 16-year-olds are signed annually for bargain rates (below $100K). Milwaukee would be much more likely to find a star player signing ten Latin players at $100K then by signing one million-dollar first-round pick. Do you think MLB should go to an international draft? 

John Ewing 

I'm not a fan of the international draft and if it comes to fruition I think you'll find it creates more problems than it solves. For one thing, you already have many of the "small-revenue" clubs shying away from players with big bonus demands in the draft. By throwing more of those players in the draft, I don't really think you'll see the bonuses decrease. If anything, they might increase, as draft inflation seems to spiral every year. You could even see the international players drive up the signing bonuses for the U.S. kids who go in the first couple of rounds of the draft. I see it having a lot of potential to backfire if the intention is holding down signing bonuses. 

But the real can of worms is going to come with the international players that don't get drafted. Not every Dominican kid is going to get picked in the draft, so there will have to be an avenue for signing nondrafted players, just like there is now for U.S. kids who get passed over. How I've heard the international draft working is a team will have to submit the name of any player it has an interest in drafting ahead of time, so everyone can get an equal shot at taking him. (That might not be exactly how it works if and when the international draft is implemented, but since it doesn't exist yet it's hard to know exactly what the rules are.) 

Let's say that hypothetically you're the international scout for a team and you stumble onto the next Vladimir Guerrero. None of the other 29 teams are aware of him. How anxious are you going to be to let other teams take their shot? Obviously the bonus would climb if there were other bidders in the mix, but look beyond the money. Maybe your organization is willing to pay the market rate for this kid because you're so sure he's going to be a star. Do you really want to submit his name and tip off all 29 other teams? Or would you prefer to come to an agreement with the kid ahead of time that you'll give him first-round money if he just lays low for a couple of months. Then, a few weeks after the draft, bam, you suddenly "discover" this new kid and sign him on the spot. 

There will be loopholes like this. There is no possible way to close all the loopholes that will arise. And the teams that want to be sly and get around the draft will get around it. I think the international draft is doomed to be a nightmare for MLB if they choose to go that route. 

In a chat over on espn.com, Will Lingo said that he felt like the Royals were the winners in the Giambi-Laxton deal. This conflicts with the analysis from every other source I had seen. Could you offer any elaboration on how the Royals could have benefitted from trading away such a highly regarded hitter? 

Scott Lange 

I turned this one over to Will, so he could answer in his very own words. Here's what he said. 

It's not that I'm in love with Brett Laxton, though I do think he will be a useful major league pitcher. I just have serious doubts about Jeremy Giambi. He always seems to be battling injuries and hasn't shown the consistent power he'll need to be a big league regular. His bat is clearly his only above-average tool, and his defense is pretty rough. I hate to see guys cast as DH types this early in their careers. 

March 1, 2000 

Good morning. My question to you is, why are you reading this when you could be checking out the Top 100 Prospects or the 2000 draft order? Have you already read both of those? Okay, then you may continue reading today's column. 

Today we have just one question. One question that I answered at length, as it was on a topic of some interest to me. As many of you know, we've been following the Wilson Betemit case pretty closely here. It's still too early to tell how that whole thing is going to unfold in the end, but at least one reader doesn't seem to rooting for Betemit to win his case. 

So let me get this straight. Wilson Betemit perpetrates a fraud, willingly, knowingly or not, on the team he originally signed with by submitting papers that he was "of age," and he now has a legal right to try to ask for more money? What's up with that? 

Kathy Parsons 

Lansing MI 

That’s a valid question. But by the same token, the Braves sign a player who is the equivalent of a first-round pick, two years before baseball’s rules allow, get caught but still get to keep him, and this is okay with you? What's up with that? 

All I'm saying is, there are at least two sides to the story. Maybe it doesn't seem right that a player could try to get out of his contract four years later because he thinks he can get more money. But these things are never as simple as we’d like to think. 

Betemit clearly was a participant in this, but in order for me to buy that he "perpetrated a fraud," I'd have to be convinced the Braves didn't realize he was younger than 16. In most of these cases, it seems clear that both sides are involved to some degree. 

The Braves aren’t the only team that ever signed an underage player. Underage signings are one of the worst-kept secrets in the baseball world. We have proof that three other teams have done so, as the Devil Rays (Jossephang Bernhardt), Marlins (Ricardo Aramboles) and Dodgers (Adrian Beltre) have been punished by Major League Baseball as well. It's the way things work. Or at least, the way they used to work if Major League Baseball's new policies are having any effect. 

So we have a system in which teams, or representatives of teams--whether the front office is aware of everything that goes on is debatable--regularly scout 14- and 15-year-old players. In order to sign them all they needed was false documentation, and from everything we’ve heard that’s easy to come by, especially in the Dominican Republic. 

And let’s not forget about the agents, who have also discovered the potential of foreign players in recent years. But have you seen anyone fighting for a Dominican player who wouldn’t bring in a huge bonus if he became a free agent? 

Of course not, because there’s nothing in it for them. That’s fair enough because they’re businessmen. Like everyone else involved in this mess, they have an interest in jumping in, whether it's the challenge, the notoriety, the thrill of David vs. Goliath, the money or whatever else motivates them. 

When someone does something against the rules, you have to ask yourself why they do it. Why would a team sign a player who's not yet eligible to play? In Betemit's case he didn't really have a good season until he was 17 anyway. He's not going to get to the big leagues much quicker because he signed early. The incentive for a major league club is to sign the player before one of the other 29 teams can, and to do it quietly so another team can’t drive up the price. 

If you're a Dominican living in poverty and looking for an opportunity to play major league baseball, are you going to ask a lot of questions if a scout comes along and offers you $10,000 or $20,000 (or in Betemit's case $32,500)? 

Yes, teams are giving these players an opportunity. But they're also taking advantage of the situation to bring talent in at a price far below what they would pay in the United States. Betemit was the No. 2 prospect in the Appalachian League last year and is No. 99 on our Top 100 Prospects list. Had he been eligible for the draft, it's fair to say that he would have been taken in the first round. Almost every first-rounder last year signed for at least a million dollars. 

So should Betemit, or any other young player who signed for a pittance, be able to become a free agent the moment it seems he’s worth a million bucks? That's not an easy question either. The Braves have invested money in Betemit's development, and maybe he's turned into a good prospect because of their efforts. Should they be left with nothing? 

I think the answer is yes. Nothing against the Braves, who have one of the best organizations in the game. But if you know you risk losing a player if you sign him too early, that gives you more incentive to wait. Because a $100,000 fine and a little bad press aren't going to change anyone's signing habits. 

February 28, 2000 

Three days and counting until spring training games get underway. Then maybe we can see some things happening in Florida and Arizona to determine who is stepping forward to win jobs. I think it's hilarious that each year at this time you read about 50 stories in which a player says he's in the best shape of his life this year and he's expecting to have a great season. 

As for people who won't have a great season, Darryl Strawberry just won't go away. People keep on finding interesting ways of working him into their questions, like our first writer, who somehow envisions Strawman in a Team USA uni. 

Any chance of seeing some major leaguers (from teams who are clearly out of the playoff picture by September) on the U.S. Olympic Team this year? How about players on the 40-man rosters? Any chance Strawberry would play? He probably won't have much else to do besides play in an independent league. 

James Sullivan 

I can guarantee you will not see major league players leave during the season for the Olympics for a couple of reasons. No. 1, if you're the Cardinals and you're out of the race, are you going to let Mark McGwire leave for two weeks in September and watch your attendance drop off by 30 percent? Not likely. No. 2, how fair is it to have contending teams play against a second-division club with three of its best players in Australia? Hypothetically, the Mets and Giants are both battling for the final playoff spot in the NL. The Giants play the Expos the week before everyone leaves for the Olympics and the Mets play the Expos during the Olympics. Is it fair to the Giants that the Mets get to face Montreal's B-squad? (I just made up that example and didn't look through the schedule for exact dates, but you get the picture.) 

I'm sure there are other reasons--like it hasn't been worked out by the union, which is really the only reason that matters (and that puts the kibosh on all 40-man roster players, since they’re in the union). 

As for Strawberry, they have this thing in the Olympics called drug testing. Enough said. 

Speaking of Straw, this reader had a suggestion of another player to throw into the Yankees DH mix. 

Why not Alfonso Soriano? He's ready, could get thrown in the left field mix, and would provide Torre a lot of flexibility on the roster. (And as much as I like both Rock and the King, he's a better hitter right now than either one!) 

Matt Dodge 

Okay, hold on a minute there. You're telling me a kid who hit .183 with two home runs in 82 at-bats at Triple-A last season is ready to do a better job than Jim Leyritz, Tim Raines or Roberto Kelly? Is this the same Soriano that hit .203-1-5 in the Dominican League this winter? Are you a Yankees fan or a Red Sox fan? I don't buy him being ready now, and I don't think the Yankees do, either. I'll be surprised if they don't get him at least half a season at Columbus this year, especially given that they don't rush young guys through Triple-A, as we discussed on Friday. 

I am doing a little research about a league and a team from the mid 90s. It was an independent league called the Great Central League and I am mostly interested in what happened to the Lafayette Leopards that played in Lafayette, Ind., during this time. Can anyone give me some info about where or what happened to this team? I believe that after the Great Central League folded the Leopards may have joined a league called the Frontier League? Is this still in existence? Any help you can provide would be greatly appreciated. 

Jim 

The Lafayette Leopards played in the Mid-America League in 1995, winning the league championship in the league's only year of existence. In 1996 they moved to the Heartland League, again finishing first. Lafayette fielded teams in the Heartland League for two more years, until the league folded after the 1998 season. The Leopards did not play in the Frontier League, which has been operating since 1993, or any other league in 1999. 

I know you pick and choose what to answer, but I continue to enjoy your column and it's a great outlet for fans (like me) who get crazy questions burning in the back of their brains. Here's mine: Although big league managers certainly rely on the traditional attributes - knowledge, experience, instincts, etc., any idea how much teams/managers are using computer tech programs these days to aid decision-making. For instance, software programs developed that would allow a manager to see what different types of stat levels his hitters/pitchers must attain in order for the team to perform at a certain level. The question in a nutshell--has the computer had much influence on everyday baseball strategy at the big league level? 

Thanks, 

Mike Jahncke 

Budapest, Hungary 

Computer analysis of stats often comes into play in determining matchups, like deciding whom to pinch-hit in certain situations. If you can look at the numbers and realize that of the three righthanded batters on your bench, one of them has hit significantly better against Arthur Rhodes, then you would do well to call his name. 

Computers are entering more and more into the game, and there are many things that can be done well with them. We recently ran a story on the use of computers in scouting, which I recommend you read if you're interested in the subject. 

But I haven't heard anything about any manager using projection software to decide who breaks camp with the big club and I hope I never do. When it comes down to the actual makeup of a team, I don't think you can factor all of the human elements into a computer program. Although on one hand, there are a few teams out there that could probably do better with a computer manager than they do with their human one. 

February 25, 2000 

Okay, we're closing the window on the "Why didn't John Doe make my favorite team's Top 10 list?" questions. Too many of them. I was able to field the Mariners questions because I wrote that list. But I didn't write the other 29 lists and I don't know in each and every case why someone didn't make it. That's the honest answer. 

If you want another way to look at it, just write down your player's name and where you'd slot him in your team's Top 10. Keep your notes in a safe place and pull them out in a year or two. Did we blow it or did your guy fade out of sight? Only time will tell. 

Another question we've seen a lot lately is are we going to revise all the lists to reflect trades, etc. That answer is, "No." If someone got left out--like an Abraham Nunez--and he's a big prospect, he'll show up in our Top 100 list next week. So be patient until next Wednesday, and you'll see that list on our Website. 

For today, we've got three questions that are absolutely unrelated to the Top 10 lists. And all three are newsy, topical questions about trades or people who repeatedly fail drug tests. Enjoy and have a nice weekend. 

I have two major questions about the Pirates' offseason moves. 

1) Why would they throw money at Wil Cordero? 

2) Why John Vander Wal? It seems the Pirates could get more for Al Martin, perhaps a closer prospect? I like the trade because it allows Chad Hermansen a chance to play in the majors, but unless those prospects are any good, it seems like we just gave away a good leader. 

Thanks, 

Paul Franz 

My official answer to the first question is "I don't know." But it doesn't take much prodding to get me going down the "Pittsburgh has money burning a hole in its pocket" road. The Pirates are the one small-revenue team out there that just doesn't seem willing to spend its payroll prudently. They haven't learned that you can get replacement-level players for the minimum salary. And calling Wil Cordero a replacement-level corner outfielder is being kind. 

Cordero owns a 766 career OPS (.333 on-base and .433 slugging). He's not an especially gifted defender at any position, he doesn't steal bases, he's laid down a grand total of one sac bunt in the last three seasons. I just don't see where he's a guy you want to lock up for three years at nearly Pat Meares money. (And don't get me started on the Meares signing. I've gone on that rampage before.) 

As for the Martin trade, it was pretty clear that he wanted to be gone from Pittsburgh after suffering through the trade rumors for so long. I'd rather have Martin in my lineup than Cordero, but that's not that big of a difference. And I wouldn't look at it like it was a trade of Al Martin for John Vander Wal and two minor leaguers. I'd look at it like the Pirates got two minor leaguers and John Vander Wal. 

The two righthanders they picked up both have some upside, though neither was included on the Padres Top 10. Geraldo Padua pitched well at Class A Greensboro last year, while he was still in the Yankees organization, and James Sak posted great numbers at Double-A Mobile. If you want more details on them, check out the story we ran on the trade earlier this week. 

Was Martin given away? I don't think so. The Pirates got a couple of pitchers with a chance to help them and a useful bench player. Could he have fetched more? Apparently not. The guy had been on the trade market for well over a year. It was time to move him for whatever reasonable offer they could get and this was a reasonable offer. 

Here's another trade-related question, going back to the big Jeremy Giambi for Brett Laxtion deal that the Royals and A's pulled off last Friday. 

I guess the Giambi-Laxton trade has made Mark Quinn the happiest man in KC. Does this in fact give Quinn the inside track on the Royals DH job this year? 

Jim Emmons 

Quinn, you might remember, had made some noise about wanting to be traded if the Royals didn't think he was good enough to help them. Kind of a strong demand from someone with 60 big league at-bats, but he does seem like he could help at the big league level and now he should get a chance at a semi-full-time job. His biggest competition for time at the DH slot is probably Paul Sorrento, who would be one of the worst DH's in the game if he got the nod. Quinn gets on base, hits for a little power and can also play the outfield better than Sorrento if the Royals needed someone to fill in. 

What I'm saying is, this trade should give Quinn the inside track on the DH job. If he doesn't outhit Sorrento this spring I'll be surprised. 

Now that Darryl Strawberry has let the Yankees down again, who will end up DHing with Jim Leyritz? Everyone says Tim Raines will get the first shot, but a 40-year-old coming off serious illness is a longshot. This would seem to be a perfect chance for Nick Johnson, but the Yankees rarely let anyone jump past Triple-A. He probably won't make the team out of camp, but if he tears up the International League in April and the Yankees aren't getting production out of the DH, will they bring him up? 

Gregory Cavalli 

The Yankees certainly aren't known for rushing guys through the system. The last big-time impact position player they had break into the lineup spent more than a year at Triple-A Columbus. That was Derek Jeter, who collected 486 at-bats at Columbus in 1995 (incidentally as a teammate of Strawberry's) while Tony Fernandez was scuffling in Yankee Stadium. Fernandez hit .245 with five homers that year, easily his worst as a full-timer. Still, the Yankees resisted the urge to bring up Jeter. 

Will they follow the same course with Johnson? I think they will get him some significant time in Columbus, while the DH at-bats go to Leyritz, Raines and Roberto Kelly. There's no reason to think that those guys can't do a reasonable job between them, but if things start getting really desperate in New York, maybe they'll call up Johnson and move Tino Martinez to DH. 

Nick Johnson fans who want to see him in New York are going to have to be patient, because the Yankees most likely will be. 

February 23, 2000 

It seems like we’ve seen more good questions coming in this week. Spring training must be pumping life into everyone out there. We’ll start off today with a followup to Monday’s column, which I promise will be the last Mariners Top 10 related question here unless we get something else really good. We’ve also got a nice variety of stuff for you after that. So stop thinking about how stupid Darryl Strawberry is and start reading. 

I believe that people tend to lose sight of the importance of role players in baseball. Why did the Reds win 90-plus games last year? Easy, their bullpen. Kudos to you for defending the blue-collar aspect of the game and giving them a deserving place among organization's top 10 lists. Middle and long relievers, utility players, and situational replacements are as big a part of the game as superstars (especially in the NL). Who is it that comes in and bails out the mega prospect in his first season after giving up five runs and only getting two outs? More than likely someone who was considered less of a prospect than the young "Nuke LaLoosh" whom he bailed out. 

I as well wondered why Alex Fernandez was snubbed on Seattle's list, but he is a baby. He will have many years to be near or on top of that list if his tools develop into baseball skills (which they may not). Players like Bloomquist and Zimmerman could figure into the teams plans as valuable role players and thus deserve some attention as prospects. Again, I think that you have done a fine job presenting a solid list of young talent that could contribute in the club's future. 

As for my question, just how much influence to the organizations themselves figure in to your prospect rankings? I would think that one reason Alex Fernandez was not included on the list would be that the Mariners did not want to put any pressure on him. 

Nate Rackley 

Harrisburg, PA 

The organizations themselves have a significant impact on the Top 10 lists. We speak with representatives from each team, generally the farm director, scouting director, etc., and get input from the people who best know the players in that organization. That's not to say we take exactly what they say and let them write the list. But we're on good enough terms with most teams that they shoot straight with us and we can trust them to give us their honest impressions of their players. 

It would be fair to say that the Mariners did not play Fernandez up much when I talked with them. Whether that was to protect him from pressure or because they know something that makes them less inclined to view him as a significant prospect is the question. We’ll find out in time. 

James, 

I have a question about the Reds minor league system. As I was reading your review of Antonio Perez on the Mariners Top 10 list, I noticed that you mentioned that since he was traded, he can simply go from A ball in the Midwest League to high-A ball, rather than having to make the jump to Double-A with the Reds. Now this is hardly the first time I've seen the idea expressed by BA and other publications that the Reds' lack of a high-A team poses a challenge in developing their prospects. Now, I'd understand if they did it just to save money, particularly given the neglect of the Schott era, but then why do they maintain two Midwest League teams? Why not use the resources devoted to one to get a high-A team? 

Andy Schader 

I think the Reds would love to have a high Class A team. The problem is, there aren’t any available. The way things shake out now, there are 32 high-A teams and 28 low-A teams. The A’s, Dodgers and Giants each have two high-A teams, which means one team–the Reds–didn’t get one. Basically, there wasn’t a high-A team left open for the Reds to partner up with when the agreements came up after the 1998 season. 

The A’s, Dodgers and Giants all have their reasons for setting things up the way they have them. For the A’s and Giants, both of their Class A teams are in the California League, meaning they are right near home. That probably saves the organization in travel costs throughout the year. The jump from short-season Class A to high-A is not nearly as challenging as the jump from low-A to Double-A, so those three teams are not as anxious to change their setup as the Reds are. 

But soon they might not have a choice. There has been some talk of shifting two teams from the high-A Florida State League to the low-A South Atlantic League. That would make an even 30 in each, and at that point there could be a requirement that each organization have one of each. 

I like to look at old draft prospects cards to see when players where young and straight out of high school/college to read about there backgrounds. I came across a Jaime Jones card and read his background and found him to be very interesting especially since he was like the 5th overall pick his senior year in high school. The card talked like he was a 5 tool talent, yet I haven't seen him play in the majors, at least I don't think I have and he's not anywhere on your rankings. I was curious to know where he is and if he fulfilled his potential or not. 

Thanks, 

Larry 

It’s hard to say if Jones has fulfilled his potential, but he certainly has not fulfilled the potential everyone believed he had after his high school career. He was taken by the Marlins with the sixth pick in the 1995 draft and has had five mediocre seasons since then. Last year he batted .246-0-7 in 138 at-bats at Triple-A Calgary and .254-7-31 in 244 at-bats at Double-A Portland. He’s still only 23, but it doesn’t look like he’s ever going to be the kind of player a team imagines they’re taking when they spend an early first-round pick. 

I had a couple of questions about two nonroster invitees to the Cubs' spring training camp: Corey Patterson and Ben Christensen. Speculation is rampant among win-starved Cub fans that Patterson will displace the eminently displaceable Damon Buford in center by mid-season. Do you know how likely that is? As for Christensen, you recently estimated in this column that he might be ready for the majors by the middle of next season. Do you know why the Cubs would invite him to spring training this year? 

Thanks, 

Richard P. Johnson 

It's very common for players who have no chance to make a major league roster to be invited to major league camp. Sometimes it's part of a contract agreement, but generally it's just an opportunity for the team to get a closer look at a young player that they feel will have an impact down the road. Sometimes they will invite a young player to camp just so they can get the awkward "rookieness" out of the way and know what to expect the following year when they have a more realistic chance to make the big league club. 

A very common scouting report will contain terminology such as this: "He's learning how to pitch" or "He needs to learn how to use his curveball and offspeed pitches." Frankly, I have just one comment. The pitchers aren't calling the games! The catchers are! How can a pitcher learn how to pitch a game when he isn't calling the pitches? This seems kind of obvious... maybe I'm missing something. 

Thanks, 

Will R. 

Reading a catcher's signs and knowing how to pitch are two completely different things. If the catcher lays down one finger, the pitcher knows he's supposed to throw a fastball. That doesn't mean he really knows how to throw the fastball. Does he know how to make it move? Does he know how to locate it? A pitcher who throws 96 mph might not know as much about throwing his fastball as a pitcher who throws 89 mph. There's a lot to learn there. 

Whether he realizes he's got a lot to learn or not, a young pitcher is likely to be most comfortable throwing his fastball. If a young pitcher gets in a jam and he doesn't trust his curveball, he'll fall back on the fastball. If his catcher realizes he's not comfortable throwing the curve, he'll be less likely to call it. And if he does call it, the pitcher can still shake him off. Even if the pitcher does throw the curve, if he doesn't know how to best throw it, it won't be as effective. 

The changeup is often the last pitch to come along for many young pitchers. They need to learn how to throw it. There's way more to it than having the catcher put down three fingers and telling the pitcher to throw the old change-of-pace. An effective changeup requires a pitcher to throw slower without significantly slowing down his motion or anything else he's doing. To do otherwise would tip off the batter that the changeup was on the way. 

Beyond the mechanics of the curve or the change is learning where to locate the pitches. A catcher can call for a ball inside or outside, but it's up to the pitcher to put it there. When a pitcher learns to locate his pitches, he can then get ahead in the count and have an advantage on a hitter. A pitcher who can't locate his pitches will always be pitching from behind in the count. When he learns to get ahead, he can work in that curve with a little more margin for error. 

If pitching were as easy as reading the signs and throwing what the catcher calls for--or even calling the pitches yourself--anyone with arm strength could do it. But there's a lot to learn. 

February 21, 2000 

Well, I guess at least four people have read the Mariners Top 10 since we put it up yesterday. We’ve already gotten a bunch of questions about it. So I’ll tackle those today. But first, let’s start with a timely question about a quiet little trade made this weekend that I think has a chance to be an interesting deal, especially for the Athletics. 

I wanted to get some more information about Brett Laxton the pitcher that was sent to the Royals for Jeremy Giambi. I know he was not on you A's Top 10 Prospects list and just wanted to know how poor a trade the great Herk Robinson has made this time. 

Norm 

Norm sounds like a bitter Royals fan. Maybe he has reason to be. I’d have to say I like this deal better from Oakland’s side. Laxton was the No. 12 prospect on their list, and the A’s have a deep system, so that’s not too shabby. But I am a big Giambi fan. I think the guy is going to hit if he gets a full-time shot. The Royals seemed to really get down on him because his defense wasn’t very good. But I think he’s still got a lot of value. 

Anyway, back to Laxton. He’s a 26-year-old righthander who has posted solid numbers in his three full seasons in the A’s organization. He was Baseball America’s Freshman of the Year in 1993 at Louisiana State and was one of the heroes as LSU won the College World Series that year. He slid a bit as his college career progressed. After having been a fourth-round pick of the Padres in 1992, he slipped to the 24th-round in 1996, when the A’s picked him. He struggled through an 0-5, 7.71 season at short-season Southern Oregon that first year. 

But then he bounced back in 1997 and showed that he really was a guy worth keeping an eye on. He had experienced a lot of minor injuries in college and probably had something of a dead arm in his first year in pro ball. Since that time he’s climbed steadily through the system, and reached the big leagues for three games last year. 

Laxton, whose father Bill pitched in the major leagues in the ’70s, throws a low-90s fastball, a slider and a changeup. He has a chance to make the Royals staff this year. Still, I like Giambi more. 

Now for the Mariners questions. 

How did OF Alex Fernandez get left completely off the Mariners Top 15 Prospects (in favor of Jordan Zimmerman, no less)? Could it have been the questions regarding is defense, that caused this? In my opinion, he's definitely one of the top young guys we've got. I've got a couple other complaints I won't bore you with (you're welcome) but, overall, nice job BA. Keep up the GREAT work. 

JonBlaze36@aol.com 

I just read the Mariners' top prospects list and overall, I am pretty happy. I do have a few questions about some players. I was wondering why Jordan Zimmerman and Rafael Soriano made it when Enmanuel Ulloa, Alex Fernandez and Craig Anderson did not. I really believe that Ulloa and Fernandez deserved to be on the list. Is there a reason that they were kept off? 

Thanks, 

Ian 

Dear BA: 

Just reviewed your Top 10 list for the Seattle Mariners, and was quite surprised not to see listed OF Alexander Fernandez, even as far down as the 15th slot. Wasn't Fernandez the youngest player in high A last year (California League), and didn't he more than hold his own there as a legitimate five-tool prospect (.282, 14 HR, 29 DB, 21 SB, solid defense)? Have I missed something? 

Rick Whitt 

Washington, D.C. 

Hey James. I read the scouting report on Chris Snelling and as you probably know now I am a Mariners follower. I was wondering about another prospect who played with Snelling in Everett. What’s the deal on shortstop Ruben Castillo? I saw him play a few times and he looked very smooth at short. How do the M's see him in the future? 

Thanks, Craig 

Let me start with Jordan Zimmerman, who seems to be taking some shots from the Mariners fans out there. The Mariners really like his future as a lefty out of the pen. In his first year of relieving, he posted great numbers at Double-A New Haven in 1999 (1.09 ERA, 33 strikeouts in 33 innings). He’s not going to be an all-star, but he’s got the potential to be a solid reliever in the big leagues for a number of seasons. In that regard he’s similar to Sean Spencer, who came in at No. 15, one slot behind Zimmerman. 

Zimmerman has battled injuries throughout his career since signing as a draft-and-follow in 1995. He missed his first two years following back surgery. Then in 1998 he missed time with a shoulder cartilage tear. And last year he sprained his ankle after stepping on a suitcase. Maybe not the guy you want picking your lottery numbers. But assuming he gets over that, he throws two average pitches in his fastball and slider, and the Mariners think he’ll be valuable to them. 

Soriano kind of came from nowhere in a way, but the Mariners are really excited about how he throws and what he did last season in his first shot at pitching. 

As to Fernandez, he’s an 18-year-old outfielder (turns 19 in May) who did post solid numbers in the California League last year. He was a near-miss for the list and I’ll certainly be watching him closely this season, as apparently will a number of Mariners fans out there. 

Ulloa was on the list last year, at No. 11, after he had walked just two batters and struck out 66 in 46 innings of work in 1998. His strikeout numbers were impressive again in 1999 (98 in 88 innings, with 36 walks), but for him to really make things work his control needs to be unbelievable, like it was in ’98. His stuff isn’t exceptional, and he needs to do a better job of missing bats than he did last year (90 hits in those 88 innings) if he’s going to thrive. He’s another near-miss, probably in the Top 20. 

Anderson is a guy a lot of people compare to Jamie Moyer. He has great control, but doesn’t throw real hard. His changeup has a chance to become an outstanding pitch for him, but a young lefthander who throws in the mid-80s will have to prove himself at each level, and Anderson has four more levels to climb in the system. 

Castillo is a good athlete who played well at shortstop at short-season Everett after opening the season at Class A Wisconsin, where he struggled. Typical of many young players, he needs to work on his consistency both in the field and at bat. 

Fernandez has a higher ceiling than Zimmerman, but that brings in the question of how do you weigh ceiling players vs. role players who are more likely to reach and stay in the big leagues. The ceiling guys are definitely more exciting, but you can’t completely ignore the role guys. If a guy like Zimmerman turns in a five-year big league career, which might seem like a modest career to many, he would have to qualify as one of the team’s top 15 prospects. No. 10 Willie Bloomquist also falls into that category. He’s not really a tools player who will dazzle anyone with his raw talent. But he knows how to play the game and it’s easy to picture him working his way into a decent big league career. 

It can be tough to balance ceiling players vs. role players. Sometimes the players who seem to have the surest track to stardom are the ones most likely to become big busts. I tried to make room for both camps when I put the Mariners list together. Time will tell if I wish I had thrown Fernandez in there instead of Zimmerman, etc. But for now, I’m satisfied with the way it came out. 

February 18, 2000 

Considering how quiet it’s been around here today, it’s amazing I haven’t been able to get this column done until now. But it’s always something, as they say. 

To make up for the delay, I’ve answered five–count ’em–five big questions for you. Even threw in a fantasy baseball question. Please don’t now besiege me with fantasy baseball questions, and don’t feel bad if yours doesn’t get answered. I get so many of them and they often don’t seem to be of general interest, so I tend to avoid answering them. I just read one when I was in the right mood, I guess, so you got one today. 

I know, I know, the Seattle Top 10 list is coming soon. But I would like to know Baseball America's take on Seattle's young prospect Chris Snelling. He hit .306, with 10 homers and just 24 strikeouts in 265 at-bats! He did as good or better as Josh Hamilton and the likes (just 24 strikeouts! Can you believe that?) And he just turned 18 last December. Not to mention he played in a league above most first year players. The thing is, I never hear much about him. So what's wrong? Is there something I don't see here? Please let me know! 

Thanks, 

Brian B. 

There is nothing wrong with Snelling, and it’s not like we’ve ignored the guy. He was, after all, the No. 5 prospect on our Northwest League Top 10 last fall and we’ve had Northwest League and Mariners reports on the guy. We know he’s out there and what he can do. We even know he was the MVP this winter in the abridged (17-game) Australian Baseball League season. 

And, Brian, just for you, here’s a secret. Snelling is No. 8 on the Mariners Top 10 list. He does a lot of things to excite the Mariners, who describe him as a Lenny Dykstra-type. He shows great instincts for the game, despite his youth. He can run, he can hit. He can do everything at least average and some things better than that. That adds up to a player with no holes in his game. 

You will hear more about Snelling in the coming months. In the meantime, try not to panic, okay Brian. 

I have a question about two minor leaguers who have gotten very little respect in top ten lists despite posting some pretty eye-popping numbers. The first one is Orioles pitching prospect John Stephens. Stephens allowed just 148 hits in 170 1/3 innings in the Sally League, struck out 217 and walked only 36. Yet he doesn't even appear among the top 15 prospects on your Orioles list, nor among the top 10 on your list of Sally League prospects. I think the biggest knock against him is that he doesn't throw very hard (high 80s), but anyone who puts together a 6:1 strikeout-to-walk ratio in low-A ball at the age of 20 must have pretty decent stuff. 

The other player is Ken Harvey, a first base prospect with Kansas City. Harvey led the NCAA in batting in 1999 and compiled an OPS over 1.400 for Nebraska. After being drafted in the fifth round, Harvey led the Northwest League in batting, OBP and SLG. Yet he received only an honorable mention (No. 14) on your Royals prospect list, and did not appear at all on the Northwest League top ten list. 

I realize there are probably other factors involved with these two players that make them less appealing as prospects. I'm just wondering what the scouts see that isn't translating into the numbers these guys are putting up. 

Thanks for a very entertaining and informative column and web site. 

Mike Glander 

Stephens did have an exceptional year at Class A Delmarva last year, but try low 80s for his fastball, not high 80s. That’s the big knock on him right there. He’s one of those guys who will have to prove himself at every level. That’s not to say he won’t be successful, but there aren’t a lot of pitchers who are productive big leaguers with an 81-82 mph fastball. 

How Stephens has succeeded thus far is by knowing how to pitch. He throws a great changeup and a good curveball and he knows what to do with both of them. If he posts similar numbers at a higher level this year, he’ll open a few more eyes up. 

Also keep in mind that the Orioles had seven first-round picks last year and their organization is reasonably deep in prospects at the moment, so for him to get squeezed out of their list isn’t necessarily a bad reflection on his stock. 

The Royals are another organization deep in talent, which is one reason Harvey was No. 14 on their list. The biggest thing he needs to improve to be considered a Top 10 talent in their organization is his defense. He went to instructional league last fall to work on his defense, but had to leave early when he broke a bone in his foot. 

Harvey certainly put on an impressive show with the bat last year, when he hit .478 in college and .397 at Spokane, but the reststops on the highway to the big leagues are filled with short-season slugging sensations. Harvey needs to continue hitting in a full-season league this year and show that he can be an adequate defensive first baseman. 

Just wondering if there was a specific reason why Lyle Overbay did not even crack the top 15 for the Diamondbacks? He seemed to make a very impressive debut by breaking the century mark in RBIs. 

Thanks, 

John Bischoff 

See my answer on Harvey, above. Overbay is a little more mobile around first base, having been an outfielder in college, but he’s got a lot to learn at the position. I don’t want to take anything away from what either he or Harvey accomplished with the bat last year, because they had great seasons. But they both need to continue to hit like that if they don’t bring much to the table defensively. They are definitely guys that bear watching, but at this point we weren’t quite ready to rank them as Top 10 prospects. 

Hi, I'm an East Texas resident and former baseball player. I'm curious what ever happened to former Carthage High School standouts Kip Harkrider (Univ. of Texas) and Adam Leggett (Georgia Tech). Whom did they get drafted by and how are they doing today? 

Thanks, 

Brent Vincent 

Marshall, Texas 

Harkrider was taken by the Dodgers in the fifth round of the 1997 draft. He spent the entire 1999 season on the disabled list after hitting .239-3-40 at Double-A San Antonio in 1998. 

Leggett was a 14th round pick of the Angels in ’97. He split his time last year between Class A Lake Elsinore and Double-A Erie. He hit .243-3-25 in 185 at-bats at Lake Elsinore and .167-1-6 in 72 at-bats at Erie. 

I play in a NL only league and we can freeze 18 players from last year’s team as we head into this year's draft. I have three great prospects–Pat Burrell, Chad Hermansen and Ben Petrick–on my roster right now. While I know all three of these will do well eventually, I'm not sure I can afford to keep 3 guys who aren't contributing from the beginning. Can you give me some input on which of these I should keep and what you think they'll do? 

Thanks, 

Eric Platner 

I’d rank them in the order of Burrell, Petrick, Hermansen. Burrell has the best bat of all three and I think will be the most productive from the start. I can see him getting up to 400 at-bats in Philadelphia this season. Petrick appears to be getting squeezed out of the major league picture in Colorado this year, but he’s got a good future, and it’s tough to find good offensive catchers. He should even help you out in stolen bases, which makes him rare for his position. 

Hermansen has a lot of talent, but it could take him awhile to be successful in the big leagues. He cut down on his strikeouts last year at Triple-A Nashville, but still walked just 35 times in 496 at-bats. Guys who don’t show a lot of patience at the plate in the minor leagues tend to struggle their first couple of years in the major leagues. He also looks to be facing a fight for playing time in Pittsburgh, where the Pirates have insanely handed Wil Cordero the starting right field job. With that kind of thinking they should be well out of the race by June, so they can feel free to work Hermansen into the lineup at that point. 

February 16, 2000 

Several of my co-workers and I spent last night hobnobbing with local baseball folk at the Raleigh Hot Stove League banquet. We got to see Josh Hamilton again, as he was honored as the Wake County high school player of the year for his work last spring. He’s still as humble as ever, which is actually about what you’d expect. Also saw former Wake Forest University star Jon Palmeiri, who was honored as the college player of the year. And speaking of honors, they gave Baseball America the media award this year. That was awful nice of them. 

I think the dinner kind of got everyone around here fired up for the season to start. But I don’t guess there’s anything we can do to speed up the timetable on that. At least we have spring training to keep an eye on now. And questions from you, the home viewer. 

Being an avid White Sox fan, I know a lot about both their major league and minor league players. When your top ten prospects list came out for the White Sox, I was a bit surprised not see Josh Fogg anywhere on the list. I know he is a junk-ball pitcher, but he was a second round pick. His stats at A ball were very impressive, especially his 2.95 ERA. I was wondering where you would rank him, if the list went past 15. I also was wondering where you would put Chad Durham and Brian West. 

Thanks for the answer, 

John Schneider 

The White Sox are awash in talent these days, so for Fogg and West to miss the Top 10 isn’t such a surprise. They, along with Durham, probably fall right in after the top 15. 

Fogg pitched well for Winston-Salem last year, going 10-5, 2.96 in 17 starts, with 109 strikeouts in 103 innings. He’s always displayed good command, and that continued even when he struggled at Double-A Birmingham late in the season. In 10 starts at Birmingham, Fogg posted a 3-2, 5.89 record. 

Fogg, who ranked second among NCAA Division I closers with 13 saves at Florida in 1998, was viewed as a closer prospect when he was drafted. The White Sox moved him into a starting role so he could get more innings, a common move with young relievers. Fogg has done so well as a starter, though, that it may have changed some thinking about his future. He definitely appears to have the ability to fulfill either role down the road. 

West is a big, hard-throwing righthander that the Sox took in the supplemental first round last June. A $1 million bonus lured him away from a football scholarship to Texas A&M. He was a standout defensive end in high school. 

He’s got a long road ahead as a pitcher, but he has exciting stuff. He went 1-3, 11.12 at two Rookie-level stops last year after signing. 

Durham was a teammate of West’s at Bristol, where he led the Appalachian League with 57 stolen bases while hitting .324-0-36 in 278 at-bats. It’s hard to read too much into those numbers, however, when you consider that he actually played the 1998 season in the Class A South Atlantic League (hitting .233-2-34 in 480 at-bats at Hickory). The White Sox dropped him back to Rookie ball so he could concentrate on learning center field, after moving from second base. 

He definitely has some tools, namely speed, and you can’t dismiss the numbers he posted at Bristol, but he’s a guy you want to see do it at a higher level before you get too excited. 

Speaking of White Sox prospects, here’s a question about two from the past. 

I remember back at the end of the '80s or beginning of the 90's the White Sox shocked me by bringing a couple of college guys they drafted straight to the big leagues. 

As I remember it, both Robin Ventura and Alex Fernandez made their professional debuts in the American League. Looking back on their cases and any others like them, what would you say about how this affected their careers? 

What, if any, lessons would you draw from this in regards to the way in which players should be brought along? 

Thanks 

Josh Chrisman 

Actually, Fernandez and Venture both debuted in the minor leagues, but neither stayed on the farm long. The White Sox’ first-round pick in 1990, Fernandez made eight minor league starts, at three different levels, before earning a ticket to the big leagues. He made 13 starts for the White Sox that year, going 5-5, 3.80 in 88 innings. 

Ventura was Chicago’s first-round pick in 1988 and didn’t sign until October of that year. He made his pro debut the following April at Double-A Birmingham, where he hit .278-3-67 in 454 at-bats. He arrived in Chicago late that year, hitting .178-0-7 in 45 at-bats. 

I’d say both Fernandez and Ventura were about as ready to move that quickly as anyone is. Fernandez moreso than Ventura. He really held his own in the big leagues that first year and pitched fairly well in 1991, when he made 32 big league starts. Ventura might have benefited by a half-season in Triple-A. In 1990, his first full season in the majors, he hit .249-5-54 in 493 at-bats. The following year he saw his numbers jump to .284-23-100, establishing a more Ventura-esque standard. Maybe with a little more seasoning he’d have been able to produce more as a rookie. 

As for bringing players along in general, it really has to be considered on a case-by-case basis. Both of these players had experience at the major college level. Ventura is still regarded as one of the all-time greatest collegiate hitters for his work at Oklahoma State, and though Fernandez was drafted out of Miami-Dade CC, he spent a season at Miami prior to that. Not all college players are ready to move to the big leagues after less than a season in the minors, but there are exceptions. 

I think there are too many cases where teams rush a guy to the majors, and in most cases if you could give a player an additional half a year at Triple-A, he’d probably be better off in the long run. 

But speaking of guys who jumped to the major leagues, here’s a question on Kevin McGlinchy. I can’t believe these questions are segueing together so nicely. 

I was curious about where Kevin McGlinchy will fit in this year and for the coming years on the Braves pitching staff. He has been a top prospect and looks as though he is going to stay in the Majors, but in what role. With the Rocker situation will he be given the opportunity to be one of the closers? Is he being groomed to be a closer or will he stay as a middle relief guy? Are there any plans to start him someday. 

The kid has great stuff and it would seem to me that he would be wasted as a middle relief guy. 

Can you help? 

Kevin McDonnell 

There seemed to be a lot of thought before last spring that McGlinchy was a candidate for the closer’s job in Atlanta before long. He had a terrific winter (1998-99) and looked so good in spring training that he broke camp with the team after just six appearances above Class A. He did a good job in middle relief last year, but it looked obvious to me in the postseason that Braves manager Bobby Cox was hesitant to use him in a big ball game. And when he finally saw some action against the Mets, he didn’t look too good. 

He’s still just 22 years old and another year in middle relief probably would be a good thing for him. He definitely has an arm worthy of a bigger role in the future, but there’s no rush on that front. I can’t see him moving back to a starting role with the Braves any time soon, but that’s only because they are so deep with starting pitchers. If there were a need there, that might be a different story. 

February 14, 2000

Spring training is finally here! But then, you didn't need me to tell you that, because you've probably been counting down since last October. It's going to be nice to finally have some on-the-field news to digest again. One can only deal with the John Rocker and Bobby Chouinard news for so long. (About four seconds in my case.) 

We've got a lot of spring training stories coming for you this week, including rosters with spring invites. So be on the lookout for all that shortly. And for now, start your week off with a few questions. 

I was wondering if you could put up a scouting report on Jake Meyer? Obviously he's a throw-in to the Griffey deal but I would still like to know who he is and what kind of tools he brings. Could he turn out to be a late bloomer? 

Thanks, 

Gabe Storm 

Meyer, 25, is a righthanded reliever with an average fastball and a hard slider. A seventh-round pick of the White Sox in 1997 out of UCLA, he was traded to the Reds last March for catcher Brook Fordyce. 

He spent the first half of the year at Class A Rockford, basically repeating a level which he had fared well at the year before when he pitched at Class A Hickory in the Sox system. Such things happen in the Reds system where they have no high Class A team. The Reds recognized he wasn't ready for Double-A at the beginning of the year, and their only option then was to send him to the Midwest League. After he went 3-2, 2.54 with 51 strikeouts in 46 innings for Rockford, the Reds moved him up to Double-A Chattanooga. He struggled in the Southern League, going 2-2, 5.96 with 14 walks and 16 strikeouts in 23 innings. 

Meyer got things going in the Arizona Fall League, where he went 3-0, 1.99 for Phoenix. Still, he walked 13 and struck out just 17 in 23 innings. 

I wouldn't call him a late bloomer, because he's produced consistently at every stop up until he hit Chattanooga last year. He was ranked as the Reds' No. 15 prospect before the deal and he's a legitimate major league prospect, but he's not quite Scott Williamson. 

Meyer probably needs to go back to Double-A this April and prove he can get hitters out consistently at that level before anyone thinks about handing him a bullpen job in Seattle. 

In your current issue, you project Xavier Nady and Ben Diggins as the first two players to go in the June draft. Both these guys were drafted by the Cardinals out of high school. You discuss the reasons why Diggins wasn't signed--the Cards had already signed J.D. Drew and Chad Hutchinson that year, and Diggins was having a poor summer up in Alaska--but never say why the Cards didn't sign Nady the year before. Has Nady ever said why he didn't sign? Have the Cards ever discussed it? 

Thanks for your answer, 

Lou Schuler 

Nady was a fourth-round pick of the Cardinals in 1997, and he says he just wanted to play college baseball. Had he been drafted in the first-round and offered round money, he probably would have signed, but the six-figure bonus he was offered in the fourth round wasn’t tempting enough for him to turn down an opportunity to play for California. 

Many college coaches in the area thought Nady would turn pro, but he had a cousin who played football at Cal and the college life seemed pretty appealing to him then. Considering what kind of money he’ll be looking at this June, it turned out to be a good decision financially for him as well. 

Nady’s not the only player from the ’97 draft to increase his stock by going to college. Here’s a look at the players from the first 10 rounds of that draft who were ranked on our Top 100 College Prospects list. 

 Player '97 Draft 

1. Xavier Nady, 3b, California 4th, Cardinals 

3. Patrick Boyd, of, Clemson 2nd, Mariners 

5. Tyrell Godwin, of, North Carolina 1st, Yankees 

8. Dane Sardinha, c, Pepperdine 2nd, Royals 

11. Justin Wayne, rhp, Stanford 9th, Red Sox 

16. Chase Utley, 2b, UCLA 2nd, Dodgers 

19. Garrett Atkins, 1b, UCLA 10th, Mets 

20. Tim Hummel, ss, Old Dominion 5th, Padres 

21. Ryan Snare, lhp, North Carolina 9th, Braves 

26. Mike Schultz, rhp, Loyola Marymount 9th, Phillies 

30. Kevin McGerry, rhp, St. John's 4th, Giants 

58. Miles Durham, of, Texas Tech 7th, Dodgers 

65. Chase Voshell, ss, Wake Forest 4th, Diamondbacks 

73. Matt Bowser, of, Central Florida 10th, Blue Jays 

83. Jason Anderson, rhp, Illinois 6th, Royals 

99. Greg Withelder, lhp, Virginia 3rd, Twins 

Based on their standing on the Top 100, all but Withelder seem to have improved their stock by going to college. And with the inflation in bonuses over the last three years, Withelder could come out ahead as well, even if he's not picked as high as he was in '97. 

How long normally does it take a college pitcher taken in the first round to be ready for the major leagues. I'm asking specifically about Ben Christensen of the Cubs. 

Manny43076@aol.com 

I'd estimate the "average" first-round college pitcher spends two seasons in the minor leagues before reaching the majors. There are guys who move faster, like righthander Kip Wells, who spent less than a season climbing through the White Sox organization, and Tigers righthander Jeff Weaver, who made just six minor league starts before reaching Detroit last April. 

Then again, you have guys like Marlins righthander Jason Grilli, who was taken with the No. 4 pick in the '97 draft (by the Giants), and A's righthander Chris Enochs, who was drafted with the No. 11 pick that year. Both have yet to reach the big leagues. 

Christensen has good stuff and could move quickly. It's hard to judge him on last year's numbers (0-2, 5.91 in 21 innings at short season Eugene) because he was a bit rusty after his season ended early following his suspension at Wichita State. He's probably going to start this season at Class A Daytona, and what he does there will give a better indication of how soon he might be pitching in Wrigley. If you want to make a conservative guess, figure sometime in the middle of the 2001 season--which would be about two years after he signed. 

February 11, 2000

Amazingly, after a winter in which we received a hundred e-mail questions about Ken Griffey, not a single one in the inbox this morning. I guess the question was finally answered for you. And, no, I don’t think it was a great deal for the Mariners. But, yes, I think Pat Gillick did good considering his hand. As David Rawnsley says in his analysis of the deal, Reds GM Jim Bowden held all the cards. 

When your team’s owner puts a gun to your head and tells you to trade a player it doesn’t tend to drive the guy’s trade value up. Especially when there is only one suitor out there. 

But I’m sure the Mariners are glad to have the distraction behind them. Their scouting people can finally focus on other things instead of the Reds and the entire organization can start living life after Griffey. And all the rest of us can stop wondering when he’ll be traded. 

How do you think the Korean baseball labor situation will play itself out? Very few Korean players had signed professional contracts in the states prior to the lockout and they mostly play with a handful of organizations (the Red Sox, Padres and Dodgers come to mind). I'm curious to see whether savvy organizations will try to give some of the players a shot in the minors or side with the Korean owners' hard line anti-labor stance. Naturally, visa limitations and questions about their actual prospect value will keep the majority of players from finding minor league jobs but I hope that some conscientious GMs will give a few players a look and give the Korean players union a modicum of leverage. 

Thanks, 

Oliver Bassett 

For those who might not have read the news story we ran about the Korea Baseball Organization squashing a fledgling union, here’s what happened: Seventy-five players signed a letter saying they were forming a union and the league kicked them all out. That’s the basic plot, anyway. Read the story for all the details. 

I wouldn’t guess that there will be many of these players signed by major league organizations. For one thing, the KBO did leave the door open for their return by saying anyone who renounced the union would be reinstated. I’d guess most of them will renounce the union and get their jobs back. 

Of the ones who decide to stick to their guns, I’d guess they’d be more likely to move to Japan than come here to the U.S. I don’t ever remember hearing anyone speculate that any players from Korea would be ready to step into a big league lineup. I have to think we’d have heard about them if there were anyone ready for the major leagues. And any of the players already active in the KBO are probably not likely to earn big-time signing bonuses with major league teams, assuming there were even interest in signing them. Major league teams are hot after some of the young talent in Korea, but don’t seem to have the same level of interest in the pro players there. So if I were a Korean player who had just been kicked out of the KBO and I were facing a choice of taking a major league deal in Japan or a minor league deal without much of a bonus in the U.S., I think I might go with Japan. 

As to the broader question of the players forming a union there, I feel bad for those 75 brave souls who signed the letter. They really needed to get a bigger percentage of the league’s players to back the effort before they made their presentation to the league. I’d guess if 80 percent of the league’s players had been banded together, the league wouldn’t have been so quick to dismiss them. I’m not familiar enough with Korean culture to know if unions are as widely accepted there as here, but I’d have to guess it’s a very different playing field. 

While we’re on the subject of Asian baseball, here’s a question about their Little League dominance. 

This is something I would like to know. In the Little League World Series over the past 30 years Far East teams have dominated the Little League tournament. But I would like to know why they haven't in all those years produced one major league ball player, because American teams have produced such players as Gary Sheffield, Derek Bell, and Sean Burroughs. Can you please tell why you think they have not been able to do so. Plus have any made it that I do not know of. Thank you for your help. 

Andre 

Brooklyn, NY 

When you look at the percentage of U.S. major leaguers to have played in the Little League World Series, I’m guessing it’s a pretty small number. And there are four U.S. teams in the tournament every year, compared with only one Far East team. And then when you factor in that there are less than a dozen big league ballplayers from the Far East right now, I’d say it’s tough to really call that much of a sample size and make a comparison. I guess what I’m saying is, I wouldn’t draw the conclusion that the Far East teams have been unable to produce a major leaguer, just because they haven’t actually done so yet. 

It’s only very recently that major league organizations have begun signing many players from the Far East, and most of the young ones are still working their way through the minor leagues. One Asian alum of the Little League World Series who could reach the big leagues is Taiwan’s Chin-Feng Chen, who is the Dodgers No. 1 prospect. 

I’m not really sure how many other Asian players who have been signed during the past couple of years–if any–played in the Series. If someone out there has a list, maybe we can start the countdown to see who makes it first. 

I was wondering if you had considered Mark Johnson for the Detroit Top 10 Prospect List. Johnson was the Tigers pick in the Rule 5 draft this winter. As former first-round pick who pitched well at Double-A last year, I would assume Johnson would have made the list if he hadn't been a Rule 5 pick, and since he is a Rule 5, it would seem to increase his chance of sticking in the majors (he has to be offered back to the Yankees if he doesn't). For that matter, I didn't see any of the Rule 5 picks on Top 10 lists, is this a BA policy, or do none of these players qualify based on talent? 

Thanks for the great work! 

Bill Tarr 

We don’t have a policy against Rule 5 picks making the Top 10s, and, in fact, there’s one on the Minnesota Twins list, that we just posted yesterday. Lefthander Johan Santana, who was taken by the Marlins from the Astros in the Rule 5 draft and traded to the Twins, ranks No. 8 on that list. So Johnson was definitely eligible for consideration for the Tigers list. 

I think there is some hesitation to include a Rule 5 pick when it’s doubtful as to whether he’ll stick, and in the case of Johnson, that’s probably what cost him. Talent-wise, he definitely would fit into the top 15 somewhere, but if he doesn’t stick in the big leagues, he won’t even be in the organization in April and there are many that think he needs a season at Triple-A. The Tigers seem to be gearing up to make a run with the new park and Juan Gonzalez, etc., so it’s not likely they’ll carry a pitcher who isn’t ready to make a contribution. 

The Twins, on the other hand, are in a better position to try to keep Santana, so it’s a little easier to include him on their list. Still, there are no guarantees he’ll be there in April, either. 

I see Juan Melo was rated as the No. 9 prospect in the Padres organization for 1999, yet the Yankees were able to sign him to a minor league contract. If I remember correctly, '99 was an injury-riddled season for Melo. Why did San Diego give up on a 23-year-old infield prospect? He was considered a top-notch fielder with some offensive potential. What do you expect from Melo in the future, specifically at what position? Do you think he makes the Yankees roster in replacement of the injured D'Angelo Jimenez? Lastly, why couldn't or didn't San Diego trade him? 

C.J. Mulk 

Actually, San Diego did trade Juan Melo. They dealt him to the Blue Jays last July 8 for righthander Isabel Giron. The Blue Jays traded him to the Reds on Sept. 3 for a player to be named (second baseman Jaime Goudie). And the Reds released him Dec. 10. 

Melo missed time early in the 1999 season with a broken finger, and finished the year hitting .234-3-13 in 141 at-bats at Triple-A Syracuse after a .201-2-13 showing in 169 at-bats at Triple-A Las Vegas before the trade. 

I don’t think Melo will make the Yankees as a utility player. I think that role will go to Rafael Bournigal, unless the Yankees can find another veteran in spring training to do a better job. 

February 9, 2000

The ol’ mailbag is heating up with plenty of good questions these days. I like it. Gives me a little choice in what we can talk about here. And today we’ve got another potpourri. Four completely unrelated questions. Notice a theme? Neither do I. Enjoy. 

I enjoy Baseball America's excellent coverage of minor league prospects, college prospects, and high school prospects, however, it seems like there is a large void because there is no coverage of the junior college prospects. It would be nice to see a section devoted to the juco players, who are all eligible for the draft. Even though many juco players are not drafted in the first 100, it would be nice to see the prospective talent available at No. 1 ranked Grayson, Miami-Dade (where Steve Carlton pitched), Alvin (where Nolan Ryan pitched), Gulf Coast (where Don Sutton pitched), New Mexico JC where there is a young man who throws 100-plus mph, and other Junior Colleges around the country. 

Thanks, 

Bill 

One of the most common requests we get during college season is for more small college and junior college coverage. We’d love to cover these schools more in-depth, but the truth is, we just don’t have the manpower. John Manuel is the only one here whose prime focus is college ball, and we complement his efforts with an additional college foot soldier during the season. We do have a Small College Preview, and we wrap up the seasons with coverage of the championships, but that’s as much as we generally get to each season. 

The problem is the sheer number of schools out there. If you add all the NCAA Division I, II and III schools, NAIA schools and major jucos, you’re way beyond 1,000 schools. There’s just no way we could do a credible job trying to cover that much, so we instead focus on Division I, because that’s where the greatest amount of interest–and the greatest percentage of pro prospects–lies. 

To do a good job covering the small schools would require at least one, and maybe two, full-time writers. In most (but not all) cases small schools often don’t have much in the way of a sports information department, which makes it difficult to find out about anything significant happening there. And there really isn’t anyone out there, at least not to our knowledge, that covers small schools in-depth. 

But I’ve got an idea. If you know of a web site, be it a newspaper’s or other, that does a particularly good job covering small college baseball, send me the link. If we get some good links from around the country, we can post a links page in our college section and at least provide a starting place for people to keep up on the game. 

I know you've had a lot of discussion about Adam Everett. Mostly from Red Sox fans hyping him, at least prior to the Everett for Everett swap. What I'm curious to know is where BA sees Everett now? Last year, he was No. 3 on the Red Sox top prospects list. This year he made no appearance at all. What happened? 

Dan S. Hess 

Statesboro, Ga. 

What happened is he wasn't on either team when its Top 10 list was done. He was still a Red Sox property when the Astros list was compiled and he was an Astro when the Red Sox list was done. Don't read into that that he wouldn't make either list, because he'd rank fairly high on both of them. 

This is the same thing that happened with Abraham Nunez, as discussed here last week. This kind of thing happens a couple of times each year, because it takes us three months to do the Top 10s and we can’t ask the teams to please not trade any prospects until we’re done. Well, we could ask, but . . . 

I had high hopes of seeing righthander Geraldo Padua somewhere in the Padres top 15 list. I'm sure you know this but he is the guy the Padres got for Jim Leyritz from the Yankees. Do you feel that Geraldo has a chance to be a Padre one day or did they just give Leyritz away for a warm body. 

Thanks for the help, 

Alec Milne 

Ottawa 

I saw Padua pitch early last season at Class A Greensboro and was pretty impressed. I even made a note to myself on my score sheet about him. And a couple of weeks later he tossed a no-hitter. Of course, at that point I was wishing I had said something around the office earlier so I could have looked really sage. But it was too late. He put up some terrific numbers at Greensboro before moving to the Padres, but then again, he was a 22-year-old in the South Atlantic League. The Padres challenged him a little with a move to the California League and he wasn’t quite as impressive, but still struck out a hitter per inning. 

I’d guess if Padua can duplicate his 1999 success at a higher level this year he’ll show up on the Padres Top 10 somewhere next year. The Padres did have four 1999 draftees among their top 15 prospects after having a windfall draft, so they have some depth in the system and Padua didn’t quite make the cut. Still, I’d rather have him in my organization right now than Jim Leyritz. 

What is the deal with players being traded during multi-year deals, and what are their rights? I can recall Moises Alou being traded to the Astros from Florida, and he demanded that his contract be renegotiated in order to stay in Houston. Sheffield had similar demands when he was moved to L.A. 

Is a player eligible to become a free agent? Or are they able to ask for a trade? Like I said, what exactly are their rights in this matter. 

Hopefully you can answer my question because no one else can. 

Thanks a lot, 

Chris Dankberg 

I wanted to answer this question a few days ago, and I thought I knew the rule, but I wasn’t exactly sure. So I didn’t. I have to thank BA’s Alan Schwarz for sending me the exact rule as it reads in the Basic Agreement, so I wouldn’t get the answer wrong and look like a doofus. 

Anyway, the answer to the question is this: Any player with five or more years of major league service who is traded in the middle of a multi-year deal can demand to be traded at the end of the season. So if the Red Sox went insane and traded Pedro Martinez to the Twins this year, at the end of the season Pedro could file a request to be traded elsewhere. The Twins would then have until March 15 of next year to accommodate Pedro or he would immediately become a free agent. Also, as part of the agreement, Pedro could specify six teams to which he would not accept a deal. 

Basically, what this means is a player can demand to have his contract renegotiated if he’s traded in the middle of a multi-year deal. Because the team knows he has the right to demand a trade, and he can say, "look, I won’t exercise this option if you boost up my salary a little bit." And so the team says, "sure, we’d love to give you more money." And then they sign him to a new contract. 

February 7, 2000 

In honor of college baseball season really getting underway this weekend, we’ll start off today with a couple of college questions. And then follow up with a few minor leaguers. Really a little bit for everyone today. 

I know that a college sophomore is eligible for the baseball draft if he is 21. But, what is the cutoff date to determine his age? Is it something like June 1 or is it the actual date of the draft? By the way, what is the date for the 2000 draft? 

Dan Jensen 

Claremore, OK 

For a college player to be eligible for the draft he must turn 21 within 45 days of the draft. So any player who turns 21 by July 20 this year will be eligible to be drafted as a sophomore. This year’s draft is on June 5-6. 

You have [Arizona righthander] Ben Diggins listed as the second best prospect in the draft. But being that he is a draft eligible sophomore with lots of leverage, do you think he will fall to the supplemental round or even the second round before someone takes him and gives him big bucks? 

Dave Sparks 

Morris, IL 

Diggins has more leverage than normal, but I think if a team is truly interested in his talent, they will draft him based on that. And when you think about it, the difference between his leverage and the leverage of a junior isn’t that big to his drafting team. They only get one shot at a junior, who can go back to school if he doesn’t sign, and they would only get one shot at a draft-eligible sophomore. 

You can be sure scouts who talk to Diggins this spring will discuss the signability question, but I can’t see him slipping very far based on his status. In last year’s draft, righthander Kurt Ainsworth was picked with the 24th overall pick by the Giants as a draft-eligible sophomore–and he is a recovered Tommy John guy. The Giants really picked him about where he slotted talent-wise, so his status as a sophomore didn’t seem to affect his draft position at all. Ainsworth was eligible as a sophomore because he was in his third college year, having missed one season due to the arm injury. But he had two years of baseball eligibility left, so it's the same as far as bargaining power. 

There were seven draft-eligible sophomores on our Top 100 College Prospects list for you sophomore fans out there: Diggins (No. 2), Louisiana State righthander Billy Brian (No. 33), Tulane second baseman James Jurries (No. 47), Baylor shortstop Jace Brewer (No. 55), Miami righthander Vince Vazquez (No. 60), Southern California catcher Beau Craig (No. 63) and Princeton righthander Chris Young (No. 77). 

First of all, love the column and the work you guys do. I was just wondering if you had heard anything on what the Dodgers' plans were for third baseman Brennan King now that they have signed Aybar out of the Dominican Republic? Is King going to be trade bait, or will he move back to short perhaps? Thanks a lot and keep up the good work. 

Jacob 

I doubt the Dodgers are in any hurry to move King. Both he and Aybar are so young there’s no reason to move either one of them, either to a new position or a new organization. If they both develop and rise through the system as third basemen, eventually the Dodgers will have to make a decision about moving one, or both if Adrian Beltre is still in Los Angeles at that point. But there’s no hurry. 

If the Dodgers liked King as a shortstop last summer they probably would have left him there. But they projected him more as a third baseman because of his size (6-foot-3, 180 pounds by the time he turned 19) and lack of speed. So he’s not likely to move back to shortstop. And both he and Aybar are too good defensively at this point to move to first base or the outfield. If as they climb the ladder they seem to have difficulty at the hot corner, then maybe a move would be in place, but not now. 

I see where Kenny Kelly may choose to play baseball exclusively for Tampa Bay. He was recently rated as the No. 10 prospect in Tampa Bay's system by BA. At this point, his power (.408 SLG in '99) and selectivity (18BB/46K, .335 OBP in '99) in Class A don't jump out at you. If he does decide to focus just on baseball, is he young enough and have enough offensive skills to progress to a major league talent? Additionally, what was his SB/CS ratio last year? 

Thanks, 

Tim Mavor 

Kelly is only 21 and if he decides to concentrate on baseball he’s got plenty of time to build himself into a good player. His walk-to-strikeout ratio wasn’t terrific last year, but baseball is an extremely difficult game to master on a part-time basis. Kelly has a lot of talent, but it takes more than talent to become a major leaguer. It takes a lot of at-bats to learn how to recognize different pitches and learn what pitchers are trying to do to you. 

Kelly has had just 523 at-bats in his three-year career because he has to miss the beginning and end of the season. And how about the disadvantage of no spring training? Kelly would finally get one if he sacked football. 

Another big advantage would be cutting down on his injury risk. Kelly partially tore his ACL during football season. If it had been torn worse he might have had to spend his summer rehabbing, missing his baseball time. 

There are no guarantees that Kelly will become a star if he concentrates on baseball, but it sure will enhance his chances. 

Hello, I was wondering what you think about Giuseppe Chiarmonte’s prospects to make a splash in the bigs in 2000? I think he is going to play himself into this season's top NL rookie and was surprised that another catcher was ranked above him and overall Giuseppe ranked 11th of the top prospects for the Giants. 

Mylove4johanna@hotmail.com 

I wouldn’t rule anything out, but I wouldn’t put a lot of money on Chiaramonte’s rookie prospects this year. First off, the guy hit .245 and drew just 40 walks at Double-A Shreveport last year. He needs to improve on that at Triple-A this year to show he’s ready for the big leagues. Also, the Giants acquired Bobby Estalella from the Phillies and seem to want him to win the starting job. Longtime Giants farmhand Doug Mirabelli has the inside track on the backup job. 

And by the way, say hello to Johanna from all the rest of us. Good luck with things. I hope you never need to change your e-mail account. 

February 4, 2000 

You've probably heard the old saying "flattery will get you every where." Works on a date-usually-and it can work when you're writing in to your favorite magazine. But if you really want to ensure your letter sees the light of day, try going beyond flattery and actually do a lot of work, practically writing the column yourself. Those are the kinds of things a busy column writer can get used to. Here's what I'm talking about: 

I think BA by far does the best job in the business of analyzing and rating prospects. Other sources of this information at the very least reference you, if not practically plagiarize you. I was surprised to see how critical Rich_m@hotmail.com was in your 1/31 column about the job you do. I was wondering what kind of measurement could be done to analyze your success. Not that I felt you needs to defend your track record, because, as you mention, there is no science to predicting futures. The definitive way would be to analyze the major league performance of all your top ten picks, but come on, I don't have that much free time. 

I did a quick high level evaluation of baseball's top awards in relation to your No. 1 prospect for each team each year since 1990 (since that list for each team is easily accesible on your website). I identified all the No. 1 prospects who won major awards since 1991 (so, this list is missing anyone you identified as a No. 1 prospect prior to 1990, that may have won a major award from 1991-99). 

To me, one excellent measure of your accuracy is identifying Rookies of the Year. Your lists deal with prospects, as such, you'd expect your magazine to be good prognosticators of immediate impact of players. Incidents that happen once a player makes the big leagues (personal troubles, injuries, etc.) which hamper their career, should not take away from the fact you correctly identified them at the time as the best prospect in a system. Here are the players who have won ROY since 1991 that you identified as No. 1 prospects on their teams since 1990: 

Rookie of the Year: Nomar Garciaparra, Mike Piazza, Todd Hollandsworth, Scott Rolen, Kerry Wood, Sandy Alomar Jr., Tim Salmon, Bob Hamelin, Ben Grieve, Derek Jeter, Carlos Beltran. 

That is 61 percent (11 of 18) of the winners from 1991-99. Then there are the two highest awards in baseball, MVP and Cy Young. Here is your track record of winners of these awards since 1991 that you identified as a No. 1 prospect on their teams since 1990: 

Cy Young: Pedro Martinez (2X). 

MVP: Chipper Jones, Mo Vaughn, Juan Gonzalez (2X), Ivan Rodriguez. 

This doesn't even take into account superstars who have not won these awards, like Alex Rodriguez and Manny Ramirez, or the countless other all-stars who were your No. 1 prospects. I'd also imagine if we expanded the criteria to look at the entire top ten every year, and even go back a few more years, it would be even more impressive. Without delving much deeper than that, as I'm sure you were already confident, I think it is safe to say BA can take the Pepsi Challenge against any other public source of baseball prospect evaluation. 

Tony, 

Chicago 

Tony, thanks for the research, as well as the kind words. It really does put things in a clearer light to see some lists like that. And once again, nice job putting that all together. But before we get too self-congratulatory, let's take a look at the next letter. 

In the last 5 years or so, who have been the biggest top prospects flops, you know, guys you totally missed on (due to injury or whatever). Also, is it possible to locate an archive of old top ten lists? 

Thanks, and keep doing an excellent job! 

Jeff Seaman 

Rolla, MO 

There have been flops. The lists don't all look good five years down the road. Just for the sake of this question, I grabbed my binder from five years ago. That's far enough back for any No. 1 prospect to have made his impact by now-or proven that he's not likely to make one. 

The first thing I saw was a cover line that said "The Yankees' Ruben Rivera: The Next Mickey Mantle?" Um, no. I'll keep looking, but I have a feeling we might not find a flop much bigger than that one. Yeah, Rivera is a big leaguer and the Padres still hold out some hope for him. But it's pretty clear he's never going to live up to the hype of his glory days. Since he was a hot thing, guys like Vladimir Guerrero and Andruw Jones have passed him up, and then actually gone on to do something in the big leagues. 

The AL East top prospects that year: Boston, Nomar Garciaparra; Detroit, Tony Clark; New York, Rivera (with Derek Jeter No. 2, Andy Pettitte No. 3 and Mariano Rivera No. 9); Baltimore, Armando Benitez; Toronto, Shawn Green. Four out of five isn't too bad. 

Ugh. As I turn to the next issue I find Scott Ruffcorn on the cover. Maybe we had a cover curse going that year. The Central doesn't look quite so hot: Minnesota, LaTroy Hawkins; Cleveland, Jaret Wright; Milwaukee, Antone Williamson; Chicago, Ruffcorn; Kansas City, Johnny Damon. I'd rate that as one-and-a-half right out of five. The jury is still out on Wright. For the Twins, Todd Walker would have been a better choice than Hawkins. Ray Durham or even James Baldwin would have been preferable to Ruffcorn with the White Sox. As for the Brewers, they really didn't have much. Mark Loretta (No. 4) has turned into a good player, but when you look for a No. 1 guy I think you still prefer to gamble on a guy who might hit it big vs. a guy who will fill a solid role like Loretta does. Don't get me wrong, I like Loretta. But I think you know what I mean. 

The AL West cover boy was Oakland's Ben Grieve. The curse is broken. And we did a little better with the prospects: Seattle, Alex Rodriguez; Oakland, Grieve; California, Andrew Lorraine; Texas, Julio Santana. Lorraine turned into a journeyman Triple-A guy, while Troy Percival (No. 2) and Garret Anderson (No. 3) have become two of the Angels best players. As for the Rangers, that was a barren system in those days. There is only one guy I can find in the entire organization who would have been a good-looking No. 1 now. But at that point he was a 20-year-old kid with one strong season in the Rookie-level Gulf Coast League under his belt. And no one has the balls to put a guy like that at the top of a Top 10. So Fernando Tatis didn't make it. Didn't even make the list. But in hindsight, he was the man. 

Next up, NL East. Cover: Marlins catcher Charles Johnson. Good choice. The top prospects: Florida, Johnson; Montreal, Ugueth Urbina; New York, Bill Pulsipher; Atlanta, Chipper Jones; Philadelphia, Scott Rolen. I still don't mind the inclusion of Pulsipher, because if he hadn't gotten hurt, he could have really been special. We can't feel bad about that one. That was a heck of a list though: Pulsipher, Paul Wilson, Rey Ordonez, Edgar Alfonzo, Carl Everett, Jason Isringhausen, Terrence Long, Jay Payton, Kirk Presley and Preston Wilson. The only guys that haven't panned out were guys that got hurt. 

NL Central. Another injury magnet on the cover in the form of Cardinals righthander Alan Benes. He actually has had some success when healthy though, and could be back in the Cardinals rotation this spring. I have to boost him up a little, because this isn't one of our stronger divisions. Chicago, Brooks Kieschnick; Pittsburgh, Trey Beamon; St. Louis, Benes; Houston, Brian Hunter; Cincinnati, Pokey Reese. With a little revisionist history you'd throw No. 9 Doug Glanville atop the Cubs list and No. 7 Jason Kendall atop the Pirates list. And Billy Wagner (No. 2), Bobby Abreu (No. 5) and Scott Elarton (No. 6) all have enjoyed more big league success than Hunter. 

Turning to the last Top 10 issue we find Todd Hollandsworth on the cover. How the NL West broke down: Los Angeles, Hollandsworth; San Diego, Dustin Hermanson; San Francisco, J.R. Phillips; Colorado, Doug Million. For the Dodgers, both Chan Ho Park and Paul Konerko seem like they would have been better choices than Hollandsworth, but but he did win an NL rookie of the year award, so that could be worse. The Giants were pretty thin, but they did have several players in their organization then who have become everyday major leaguers, like Marvin Benard, Bill Mueller and Chris Singleton, as well as Keith Foulke, who put up one of the best seasons of any reliever in baseball last year. Sadly, none of them made the Giants list. You can't win 'em all. And Million passed away a couple of years ago, so you can't really grade that one. 

So, what have we learned on our tour of 1995? We're not always right, but like I've said before, we're not the ones paying the signing bonuses on these guys. Obviously someone else saw something in them for them to have been in a position for us to be ranking them that high in the first place. Maybe there have been times when we have relied too heavily on the almighty tools, and not weighed in actual baseball ability. But I still think on the whole, we do a darn good job. And maybe we should end the week on that note. 

It's kind of fun looking back through the old binders, though. So maybe I'll hit a different year one day next week. And if we ever get some free time (or if we ever hire an intern again), I'd love to archive all of the old Top 10 lists. That would be some fascinating history for the web site. But it's going to be one of those back burner projects for now. A good idea, but it probably won't happen for a while. 

February 2, 2000 

The Ground Hog saw his shadow this morning, so that means it's two more weeks until pitchers and catchers report. And we get to watch that Bill Murray movie over and over on cable tonight. 

But for us, we’ll start things off today by revisiting Monday’s topic for a minute. And before I forget to mention it, we’ve resumed the Top 10 lists, with the White Sox. We’ll have the Indians for you by the end of the week. 

In your January 31 column you listed a letter from Rich_m@hotmail.com that mentioned "I do not have statistics but I bet that over 30 percent of your "prospects" never make it above Triple-A and that less than 20 percent have substantial major league careers. Maybe it is time you revisited how you chose this list. A list of players who might actually have a chance of playing in the majors might be more entertaining." 

This is one of the most absurd comments I have heard in your forum. You list a total of 450 players on your prospect lists. How many players playing in the minor leagues right now will go on to have substantial major league careers? If you consider a substantial major league career to be ten years, then on average you couldn't have more than 70 players in the minors right now that could go on to have a substantial major league career. Factoring in guys who play longer and guys that never play very long, I bet that each year there are 30-40 players playing in the minors right now that develop into someone that eventually has a substantial major league career. 

Think about it, does every major league team bring up a rookie every year that eventually plays ten years? Even being 20 percent right has you picking too many future major leaguers. 

You don't need to apologize to Rich_m@hotmail.com or make excuses. Your publication was great in the All American Baseball News days and it gets better everyday. How many times do you see the "Baseball America says" line in their reports? Thanks for the entertaining and informative reporting. 

Bob Lind 

Thanks, Bob. I didn’t really think to frame it in terms like that. There’s also the fact that several organizations never have even 10 good prospects to list. 

While we’re on the subject, here’s an interesting case to take a look back at: 

I know you've already defended the BA track record, but would you mind revisiting one egregious error? In the print editions BA lists the #1 prospect for each of the last ten years. The fact that Scott Cooper was listed #1 in 1990 while two future MVPs Jeff Bagwell and Mo Vaughn were in the system really caught my eye (I guess we know who Lou Gorman was listening to!). 

Could you do all of us masochistic Red Sox fans a favor and dig up the rankings to see where Bagwell and Vaughn ranked? Even better what "strengths" set Cooper apart and/or what "weaknesses" held those two perennial all-stars back? 

I'm not trying to pile on--I think you do a fine job overall. 

Thanks 

Mike Koblish 

Cooper was the No. 1 prospect in the Red Sox system in 1989 and again in 1990, when Vaughn ranked No. 2 on the list. Sadly, Jeff Bagwell’s name doesn’t appear anywhere on the 1990 list. But you have to keep in mind that at that point in time he was a recently signed fourth-round pick who batted .310 with two home runs in 229 at-bats, mostly at Class A Winter Haven, in his pro debut. 

The Top 10 writeup on Cooper talks about how in demand he was at the Winter Meetings, despite a poor 1989 showing at Double-A New Britain. It was strongly speculated at the time that Cooper’s presence would allow the Red Sox to let Wade Boggs move on and not be missed. 

In 1991, Cooper slipped to No. 9 on the Sox list after a mediocre showing at Triple-A Pawtucket. Vaughn, meanwhile, took over as the No. 1 player after impressing at Pawtucket with a .295-22-72 showing. And Bagwell, who had been traded to the Astros on Aug. 31, 1990, for Larry Andersen, ranked No. 2 on the Astros list that spring, right behind Hall-of-Famer Andujar Cedeno. You can’t win ’em all. 

The Arizona Diamondbacks traded away Tony Batista because they felt he didn't have enough range or the glove to play a steady shortstop. That’s perfectly fine with me, but to give Tony Womack, who was sent to the outfield because he couldn't play a steady second base, the job is crazy. Tony Womack is a fine baseball player, but at shortstop? Is there something I’m missing here? 

Tragito@aol.com 

I don’t think you’re missing anything. It’s a curious move. Had Womack been regarded as a good, or even passable, middle infielder, he would likely never have gone to the outfield in the first place. He did a reasonable job defensively in right field, but he’s not the type of hitter one normally associates with the position. 

Despite the impressive stolen base numbers, Womack really isn’t much of an asset offensively. A leadoff hitter with a .332 on-base percentage (in 1999) doesn’t help his team much. And that was a career high. At short, Womack is likely to be a double-barrel drain on the Diamondbacks this year. If I were Arizona, I’d trade him straight up for Tony Batista. But I don’t think the Blue Jays will be sending Batista back to the BOB any time soon. 

I know this is Baseball America and not Baseball Japan, but I was wondering if you could answer this question: 

I've read Seattle newspaper articles where Piniella is quoted as being very high on Kazuhiro Sasaki. However, I remember him being very high on Mac Suzuki about 5 years back. 

The majors have had a string of mediocre, at best, Japanese pitching imports over the past 5 years. Can you provide and meaningful Japanese statistics on Sasaki? 

Also, what is your prognostication for his performance as a reliever in Seattle? Is he just another Kida or Hasegawa or do you think Seattle maybe got somebody special here? 

Thanks, 

Brad Keller 

Sasaki is the all-time saves leader in the Japan League, and has been pitching professionally for 10 years already. He’s posted a 42-33 record with a 2.31 ERA and 229 saves and struck out 828 batters in 599 innings. The Mariners signed him to a two-year, $8 million deal, with an option for a third season. 

Suzuki is not really a good comparison. Suzuki was very young when he came to the United States, having signed at 17 with independent Salinas in the California League in 1992. The Mariners signed him after he pitched a season for independent San Bernardino in 1993, when he was 18. He was regarded as a guy who was sort of bucking the system by signing his first pro contract in the U.S., instead of with a team in his homeland. He teased the Mariners for years with his stuff, but finally moved on last year when Seattle traded him to the Mets in June as part of the Allen Watson deal. 

The Mariners have a lot of hopes that Sasaki will play a key role in their bullpen this season. He features a wicked forkball and an average fastball. He missed much of last season and had bone spurs removed from his elbow in August. The Mariners believe he will be healthy and ready to go when spring training opens. He’s likely to begin the year in a setup role, but the Mariners seem to hope he’ll step up and take the closer’s job away from Jose Mesa. 

Assuming he’s healthy, I think Sasaki will probably do a good job. Remember that when Hideo Nomo first came over his forkball baffled the league for several years. If Sasaki can duplicate that success in a relief role, the Mariners will be very pleased. 

