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2.2. Pitching: The Changing Role of Pitchers by Era 
 

With a change in the offensive output by teams during the early 1920’s came an opposite affect 

in the pitching effectiveness of Coolidge Era pitchers measured by ERA (Earned Run Average.) 

No longer was it the league norm to have 4 or 5 pitchers with ERAs under 2.25 in a season like 

most of the Taft years saw. (In 1913, the Chicago White Sox had 3 pitchers (Cicotte, Scott and 

Russel) that had ERAs under 2.00 while throwing in excess of 260 innings. They repeated this 

unique statistic again in 1917 with Cicotte, Faber and Russel throwing over 180 innings apiece.) 

 Instead, during the first few seasons of the ‘live ball’ era, the best Earned Run Averages 

jumped by at least ½ run over the normal leaders in the Taft era (1908-1921). Along with that 

significant modification came the shortening of the duration of the starters’ performance.  

Graph 2.2.1. Starters IP and Earned Run Average by Year (minimum 10 starts by pitcher) 

Graph 2.2.1.: Starters IP and Earned Run Average by Year (minimum  10 starts by pitcher)
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Once again, the significant rise in Earned Run Average can be seen in the starting in 1920 

in both Leagues. During this time, starting pitchers length of pitching outings decreased from 8 

innings to well under 7.50 innings per start. (Determined by taking (Total Appearances made – 
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Games Started) x 1.66 (a fair estimate of an average relief outing in 1910-1935 for a usual starter 

and subtracting these ‘extra’ innings from typical starters.))  

 For years, workhorse pitchers in both leagues existed, sometimes pitching doubleheaders 

against any logical reasoning to do so. (Iron Joe McGinnity did this feat five times.  Numerous 

others in both MLB and Negro Leagues were acquainted to this utilization of their talents.) But 

as offense took this up tick, managers became more conscious (or saw it didn’t make sense to 

leave a guy on the mound to get shelled) of utilizing relief pitchers (or even starters between 

games.) 

Maybe a more significant issue was the lack of necessity to overpower hitters for much of 

the time frame. Pitchers pitched to contact; and the hitters looked to make contact. Not every 

time for certain, but the need to blow away hitters may have been seen as unimportant if a 

defense played well. With that said, a talented pitcher could save his best stuff for the difficult 

situations in the late innings. And top-flight managers used their workhorses as much as possible.  

Still, most pitching staffs pitched a significant number of complete games – due to the 

lack of true ‘specialists’ that got hitters out in close games. It was not a duty to be sought out –

relief pitching – because the usefulness, as of yet, was not seen or even yet determined effective. 

A few of the early successful warriors (and oft one-year wonders) in mop-up relief/closing 

games: 

 

· 1913 – Brooklyn Dodger, Bull Wagner , 70 2/3 IP, 5.48 ERA, 18 games 

· 1914 – Chicago White Sox, Bill Lathrop , 47 2/3 IP, 2.64 ERA, 19 games 

· 1915 – New York Giants, Ferdie Schupp , 54 2/3 IP, 5.10 ERA, 23 games 

· 1916 – New York Yankees, Slim Love , 47 2/3 IP, 4.91 ERA, 20 games 

· 1921 – New York Giants, Slim Sallee , 96 1/3, 3.64, 37 games, 2 saves 

· 1921 – St. Louis Cardinals, Lou North , 86 1/3, 3.54 ERA, 40 games, 7 saves 

· 1922 & 23 – New York Giants, Claude Jonnard , 192 IP, 3.55 ERA, 10 saves  

· 1925 – Washington Senators, Firpo Marberry (flame thrower) , 93 1/3 IP, 3.47 ERA, 15 saves  

· 1928 – St. Louis Cardinals, Hal Haid , 47.0 IP, 2.30 ERA, 5 saves 

· 1931 – Brooklyn Dodgers, Jack Quinn (spitballer) 39, 64 1/3 IP, 2.66 ERA, 15 saves    

                                                 
39 James B, Neyer R. The Neyer/James Guide to Pitchers: An Historical Compendium of Pitching, Pitchers and Pitches. 
New York: Simon & Schuster; 2004. 348. 
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Rarely did more than 15 pitchers per season amass innings solely as a relief pitcher. In many 

cases, Off Starters came in to ‘mop up’ for the their counterparts. But as soon as 1950, the 

consistent usage (by a few managers) of a middle reliever/closer type was consistently seen as 

Top starters would see a decrease in innings pitched, relief appearances between starts and more 

innings pitched by the 5th-9th best pitchers on the staff on many teams. 

 

Graph 2.2.2. Relief Pitchers and Total Saves (1920-1950) 
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In one of Bill James’s more interesting passages (Valuing Relievers, Historical Baseball 

Abstract, page 232-239), the evolving role of the relief pitcher was defined by five different 

patterns of usage via a computer simulation: 
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· Clint Brown pattern: starting pitcher gets shelled and the reliever was not tired. Normally 

the reliever would get into over 55 games and pitch over 105 innings and amass ten 

saves. This was the FDR Era pattern (mid-1930s to early 1950s) for guys like Clyde 

Shoun, Joe Page or Ace Adams. 

· Elroy Face type: saved for later innings in a close game. Never pitch more than 3 innings, 

obtain 1-2 days between longer appearances and come in when the game was +/- 2 runs. 

This pattern started in the IKE Era (1950-1962) and relievers got into 60 games for 96 

innings and generated 15 saves.  

2nd generation of closers during the 1950’s: 

�� Cardinals – Al ‘Cotton’ Brazle (51-54) 

�� Yankees – Luis ‘Yo-Yo’ Arroyo (60-62) 

�� Reds-White Sox – Jim ‘Professor’ Brosnan (60-63) 

�� Yankees – Ryne Duren (58-60) 

�� Cubs – Don Elston (58-62) 

�� Pirates –Elroy Face (56-67) 

�� Giants – Marvin Grissom (54-58) 

�� Cubs-Reds –Bill Henry (58-63) 

�� Boston – Ellis ‘Old Folks’ Kinder (51-55) 

�� Brooklyn/LA – Clem Labine (53-59) 

�� Cardinals/Cubs/Giants/Yankees/Royals – Lindy McDaniel (59-75) 

�� Giants/Cards/Indians/Orioles/White Sox/Angels/Braves/Cubs/Dodgers – Hoyt 

Wilhelm (52-72) 

 

· Hoyt Wilhelm scenario: Matches up well with the LBJ era (1963-1977) where as in 

James thought, relievers were “worked to death.”40 These relievers pitched in over 70 

games for 128 innings and recorded 24 saves. The reliever replaced the starter out of 

preferring the bullpen ace’s stuff in the crucial situation to the starter’s ability to get outs 

in a close game, whether up or behind. Guaranteed to work ever other game at least 1 �  

                                                 
40 James Bill. The New Bill James Historical Baseball Abstract: The Classic – Completely Revised. New York: The Free Press; 
2001. 234. 
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to 2 �  innings. Mike Marshall, Ted Abernathy, Mudcat Grant, Sparky Lyle, Wilbur 

Wood and Wilhelm were all put in this workhorse mode. 

·  Bruce Sutter bullpen ace: From the late 1970’s to the early 1990’s (Carter era), a 

reliever only came in “save” situations, never with the game tied or the trailing.  With 

less work than the Wilhelm model (61 games, 111 innings, but 38 saves), these guys 

could pile up huge save numbers and eventually were paid in lockstep with the glamour 

of the position as “the closer.” Rollie Fingers, Lee Smith, Goose Goosage and Dave 

Righetti were utilized in this way. 

· Robb Nen modern, 1-inning type:  In the Clinton era (1992-2005) and likely beyond, top 

relievers only see the ninth inning of games in which their teams are ahead. Trevor 

Hoffman, Billy Wagner, Mariano Rivera, Armando Benitez, Jose Mesa, Billy Koch, Troy 

Percival, Roberto Hernandez and John Wetteland, all fit this mold. According to James 

(2001), his model produced stats of 77 games, 91 innings, 41 saves in this usage. 

 

With usual allowances for extreme situations, James’ study concludes that: 

1. 100 runs saved by a top reliever impacts a team greater than 100 runs by a starter. 

2. The number varies between 36% to 97% more. But it is at least 70% more important for a 

reliever to stop those late inning runs compared to a starters’ contribution. 

3. The latest usage (1992-2005) is not the best answer. 

4. The pitchers in the LBJ era were likely the best utilized: more innings, number of situations 

decided under their control and being used in tied games. According to the James’ model, 

the top relievers up to 7.4% of the time can affect a tied game. More than any other scenario 

usually presented. (From –2 runs to +3 runs for the home team.)  Likely 65 games for 110 

innings would be adequate usage for The Closer to see. 

 

In The Boys on October, an applicable quote describes the role and importance of a closer: 

“…Everything he does is magnified. The failures of his teammates may be of greater or lesser 

importance, or none at all, depending on the situation. But if he fails, then by definition the game 

is lost…It is among the most nerve-racking of occupations, the perpetual pressure cooker, and 

not only must the closer embrace it but he must convert something like 80 percent of his save 
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opportunities, or he’ll be replaced. Few are up to the task, and those who can41 hack it are highly 

prized.” 

 

On the flipside, starters are essential for anything a MLB team will do to contend for a 

pennant. And their work on the bump is tied directly to their ability to adapt, overcome adversity 

and prepare for unusual circumstances.  In Men at Work by Pulitzer Prize-winning columnist 

George F. Will, Tony LaRussa and Jim Lefebvre determined there are six ways to make a 

starting pitcher vulnerable. Specifically: 

1) Leadoff batter in the game. A Starter has just warmed up, come back down and has 

different conditions: a batter, an umpire and a different mound. The starter has no feel for 

what pitches will work and a batter can make him work right out the box via a walk, bunt 

or a home run. 

2) Two quick outs in an inning. Pitchers let up after this condition. Closing out the inning 

can become difficult. 

3) The fifth inning – decision time for a starter.  Starters may stress aiming the ball, lower 

velocity in getting too fine and let their mechanics go. Conscious of the bullpen being 

able to pick him up. 

4) Unprepared physical. Poor conditioning and inability to repeat his throwing motion. 

Losses location of pitches and dramatic drop in velocity. 

5) Unprepared mentally. Not aware of what the batter likes or fielders’ positioning with 

regard to pitchers’ strength or weaknesses. Giving a batter advantages by pitching to his 

strongest hitting zone. 

6) Unable to overcome adversity. When defense fails behind you. Or a ‘strike’ call is a 

ball. Or a sure double play is just a force out. Pitchers lose concentration and live in the 

past on the mound. The inability to get back in a normal rhythm.42 

 

Many pitchers that have successfully mastered these pinpointed weaknesses in their 

games have racked up significant victories in their careers. However, some of the best have been 

noted to have one or more of these flaws in their games at various points in their careers.  

                                                 
41 Hornig Doug. The Boys of October: How the 1975 Boston Red Sox Embodied Baseball’s Ideals – and Restored Our Spirits. 
Chicago: Contemporary Books; 2003. 74. 
42 Will George F. Men at Work: The Craft of Baseball. New York: Macmillan Publishing Company; 1990. 24-25. 



 

 

58  

 
 

Orel Hershiser better known as the ‘Surgeon’ for his ability to slice up an order and think 

ahead of the hitters usually, was not always so attentive to the little things. His fielding, wild 

pitches, balks, hit batters, and throws to the bases are rated amongst the worst in baseball history. 

(Bill James, Abstract, 2001.) Late in his career, hitting batters and throwing wild ones happen at 

least once every other game. Early on though, Hershiser put together a consecutive scoreless 

inning streak in 1988 that spanned 7 games and broke Don Drysdale 58 �  innings record. (Who 

also broke Walter Johnson’s 56 innings of donuts in 1913.) 

 Robert Moses ‘Lefty’ Grove was known for his explosive temperament, hotheaded 

demeanor, and win-at-all-costs attitude. A true fireballer, with a knack for explosions when the 

game went south, Grove could go from in steely control on the mound to a loss of composure in 

a matter of a batter, if a teammate blew a play. But his stuff overwhelmed most batters as his 

300-141 record attests. This after starting out at age 25 as a true wild lefty that had control 

problems (5.98 walks per nine innings in 1925 after being purchased for a then record $100,600 

from Jack Dunn and the most powerful minor league team of the 1920’s, the Baltimore Orioles.)  

Nolan Ryan, likely the best-conditioned pitcher of his generation (#4), also was one of 

the wildest, giving up walks at a 4.67 per nine-inning clip for his career. In the 1970’s, Nolan’s 

walks per 9 innings were regular above 5.5 and sometimes over 6. As he aged though, he found 

the plate regularly, improving to the 3.5 per game neighborhood. After 1984, at age 37, Ryan’s 

number of walks became manageable and K/BB ratio was the best in his career at nearly 2.8 to 1. 

(Nolan was also not afraid to fight a batter after hitting him with ‘The Express’: 3B Robin 

Ventura being taught a lesson on how to take a plunking.) 

Warren Spahn, who won 363 games, never forgot what a batter liked (#5.) In Baseball’s 

Hall of Fame, Jerry Brondfield recounts a conversation with Johnny Sain, teammate and quality 

pitcher with the Braves: “…He was a great fielder off the mound. He had a terrific pickoff move 

to first. He was the only pitcher alive who ever picked Jackie Robinson off first – twice in one 

game. He also had a memory like an elephant. One of the league’s best hitters once got a double 

off a fastball Spahn had thrown him high and inside. The guy didn’t see a fastball, high and 

inside, off Spahn for the next 10 years.”43 Spahn’s successful preparation (#5) led to twenty wins 

a season for thirteen years. This is not a surprise considering his coolness under fire as he 

                                                 
43 Brondfield Jerry. Baseball’s Hall of Fame. New York: Scholastic Inc.; 1983. 97. 
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received a battlefield commission from sergeant to lieutenant during the battle for the Rhine 

River in WWII.44  

But even Spahn had a nemesis in Willie Mays and the home run. Mays tagged him for 18 

home runs after starting out 0 for 21 against him.45 Spahn, always around the plate, regularly saw 

25 home runs a year hit off him but also typically walk around 2.5 batters/game yearly. Spahn 

counterbalanced some of this flaw by being able to hit better than nearly any other pitcher of his 

era. (9 times Spahn recorded double-digit RBIs and had 35 total homers in his career.) 

 

Warren Spahn won more games as a lefty starter (363) than any in modern baseball history. 

 

Sandy Koufax spent the first six seasons of his career trying to overcome severe control 

problems and the opinion of HOF manager Walter Alston. Starting in 1961, Koufax quit 

overthrowing and aiming the ball and found his command of a plus fastball and a powerful 

curveball to the devastation of the National League. From 1962-1966, he lead the league in ERA, 

                                                 
44 Brondfield Jerry. Baseball’s Hall of Fame. New York: Scholastic Inc.; 1983. 95. 
45 James Bill. The New Bill James Historical Baseball Abstract: The Classic – Completely Revised. New York: The Free Press; 
2001. 850. 
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posting 3 seasons under 2.00 while winning 25 games or more three times. In 57 innings pitched 

in the World Series, Koufax posted an 0.95 ERA, 4-3 record, and 61 K’s.  

On the opposite end, 350-game winner Roger Clemens and HOF Bob Gibson are/were 

known for their knack of taking everything done on a ball field as an outlet to become more 

pissed off and using batters as punch out bags. (Rule #6) Making them angry through verbal 

sparring or smart play will only make them more determined to put a batter on his back or their 

whiffing futilely at a Gibson or Clemens delivery. (Or throwing a broken bat back at an opposing 

hitter…) Gibson also could beat you with his bat (20 RBIs) and his legs (5 SB.)  

That Gibson developed this hard nose attitude after living in a housing project, being 

raised by his mother (his father died before his birth), driven relentlessly by his older brother 

Josh, going to Creighton University as a two-sport athlete and being offered $4,000 to play for 

Cardinals is not unusual for a 1950’s talented black youth. He was also offered $4,000 to play for 

Abe Saperstein’s Harlem Globetrotters. When Chris Speier, a young Giants shortstop, mouthed 

off to Gibson, Speier garnered only more attention after he later backed down. The result: he got 

some chin music from a 95+ MPH flame-throwing Gibson.46 

 

Bob Gibson slinging the pill to the plate – with little regard for the batter’s whims. 

                                                 
46 Halberstam David. October 1964. New York: Villard Books; 1994. 272. 
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Diagram 2.2.1. The Change in Pitching Statistics by his Role on a Team by Era 

 

In Empires and Idiots, Mike Vacarro reflects this particular inside drive in certain pitchers, “If 

Clemens had earned a reputation as the modern pitcher most likely to adhere to baseball’s old 

code of frontier justice…then Pedro [Martinez] was the heir apparent, Bob Gibson to Clemen’s 

Don Drysdale.”47 Drysdale hit 18 and 17 batters in 1959 and 1966, about 1 every other start 

while clocking 29 home runs in his career. 1951 New York Giants ace Sal ‘The Barber’ Maglie 

was also a strict adherent of this frontier justice philosophy. Sal finished with a .657 lifetime 

winning percentage in a 10-year career. 

                                                 
47 Vaccaro Mike. Emperors and Idiots: The Hundred-Year Rivalry Between the Yankees and Red Sox, from the 
Very Beginning to the end of The Curse. New York: Doubleday; 2005. 34. 
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Sal ‘The Barber’ Maglie looked the part of 

intimidator. With classic mobster good looks, 

he compiled a 59-18 record from 1950 to 1952. 

Picture: (The Hurlers, page 24.) 

As professor and author of Dollar Sign on the 

Muscle Kevin Kerrane relates on Sal Maglie, 

“Another scheming meanie was Sal Maglie, 

who avoided getting to know the hitters 

personally, ‘I might like them,’ he said, ‘and 

then I might not want to throw at them.’ 

Maglie earned his nickname by giving batters 

close shaves; his control was so fine that he 

could scare them without hitting them.”48 

Undoubtedly, many pitchers could be 

discussed for their ability to succeed or fail in a 

certain roles while in the big leagues. Over the 

course of 100 years, the variation from starter, 

to long reliever, to middle reliever to the closer 

has seen its fair share of adjustments to usage, 

value and quality in those roles. 

 

 

In looking at the role pitchers play in a game, from starter to the closer, the affects made 

in their roles have significantly modified the game of baseball. As offense has come to dominate 

the game, the specialization of the pitcher has introduced weaknesses that in the past were not 

nearly as prevalent. (As the prior discussion of relievers’ usage pointed out.) 

In defining the roles of the pitchers, this author categorized them based on their season-

to-season usage for each time frame using the following criteria: 

�� Starters: 18 or more starts, greater than 60% of appearances as starters, less than (or 

equal) 10% saves and less than 5 saves 

�� Long relief, part-time, 5th Starters: less than 18 starts, 25% or more starts, less than 

(or equal) 10% saves and less than 5 saves 

                                                 
48 Kerrane Kevin. The Hurlers: Pitching Power and Precision. New Berlin, Wisconsin: Redefinition Books; 1989. 
24-25. 



 

 

63  

 
 

�� Middle Relief:  Less than 18 starts, less than 25% starts, less than (or equal) 10% 

saves and less than 5 saves 

�� Closers: Less than 25% starts, greater than 10% saves, and more than 5 saves 

�� Remaining pitchers: those than did not meet these criteria  

Table 2.2.1. Number of Pitching Seasons Amassed by Era and Pitching Role 

Era All Closers 
Middle 
Relief Long Relief Starters Remaining 

Carter 6136 643 2220 1451 1466 356 
Clinton 8587 586 4270 1883 1639 209 

Coolidge 2987 32 923 892 784 356 
FDR 3376 82 1065 1058 818 353 
IKE 3792 256 1314 981 836 405 
LBJ 5045 517 1717 1126 1259 426 
Taft 3159 5 727 1298 837 292 

Total 33082 2121 12236 8689 7639 2397 
Table 2.2.2. Percentage of Pitchers by Role by Era 

Era All Closers 
Middle 
Relief Long Relief Starters Remaining 

Carter N/A 10.5% 36.2% 23.6% 23.9% 5.8% 
Clinton N/A 6.8% 49.7% 21.9% 19.1% 2.4% 

Coolidge N/A 1.1% 30.9% 29.9% 26.2% 11.9% 
FDR N/A 2.4% 31.5% 31.3% 24.2% 10.5% 
IKE N/A 6.8% 34.7% 25.9% 22.0% 10.7% 
LBJ N/A 10.2% 34.0% 22.3% 25.0% 8.4% 
Taft N/A 0.2% 23.0% 41.1% 26.5% 9.2% 

 

These tables reflect the growth of mediocrity in the Clinton era as middle relievers make 

up nearly 50% of a pitching staff whereas Starters are becoming a smaller and smaller group. Big 

league teams are no longer bringing up rookies as starting pitching solutions, but just “fill ins” 

for mop up relief and the bridge between the starters and closers. Long Relief (which include 

part-time starters, injured starters and half-season performers) has also shrunk. From the 1922 to 

1991, Starters and Long Relief made up between 47.5% and 56.1% of a MLB pitching staff. This 

number has shrunk to 41% in the Clinton Era. As a result, their values have increased as 

measured by the innings pitched to number employed in that role reflects. 

However, a team that utilizes the bullpen well, and can come up with two or three men 

that consistently get the other team out, without allowing runs aplenty, will become the crème of 

league, and will take a team deep in the playoffs if the team has the requisite hitting and starting 

pitching. 
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Table 2.2.3. Percent of Game Pitched 

Era All Closers 
Middle 
Relief Long Relief Starters Remaining 

Carter N/A 10.5% 15.2% 15.2% 54.4% 4.7% 
Clinton N/A 6.5% 24.1% 16.3% 50.8% 2.3% 

Coolidge N/A 1.1% 8.5% 19.1% 55.8% 15.5% 
FDR N/A 2.5% 10.1% 21.0% 54.2% 12.2% 
IKE N/A 7.2% 11.6% 17.9% 52.2% 11.3% 
LBJ N/A 10.2% 11.8% 13.9% 57.8% 6.2% 
Taft N/A 0.2% 3.9% 23.8% 60.9% 11.2% 

 

Table 2.2.4. Ratio of Innings Pitch to Number Employed in that Role 

Era All Closers 
Middle 
Relief Long Relief Starters Remaining 

Carter N/A 1.00 0.42 0.64 2.28 0.81 
Clinton N/A 0.95 0.49 0.74 2.66 0.96 

Coolidge N/A 1.06 0.27 0.64 2.13 1.30 
FDR N/A 1.03 0.32 0.67 2.24 1.17 
IKE N/A 1.06 0.33 0.69 2.37 1.05 
LBJ N/A 1.00 0.35 0.62 2.32 0.74 
Taft N/A 1.32 0.17 0.58 2.30 1.21 

 

The value of a starter in terms of innings pitched has roughly been 2.2 to 1 over a closer. 

However, we can see that in the Clinton era, closers value decreased to below 1.0 while starters 

are now at a premium (2.66.)  Middle relief value was nearly non-existent in the Taft era (the 

role was not defined until the 1930s), but even the increase in innings pitched by these failed 

starters and closers has not brought them up to par with the remaining staff. 

 

Table 2.2.5. HR% by Role by Era 

Era All Closers 
Middle 
Relief Long Relief Starters Remaining 

Carter 9.09% 7.98% 8.89% 9.58% 9.19% 9.03% 
Clinton 11.41% 10.46% 11.28% 12.48% 11.23% 11.02% 

Coolidge 4.74% 3.12% 5.18% 4.81% 4.64% 4.89% 
FDR 5.92% 5.46% 6.29% 6.06% 5.86% 5.66% 
IKE 9.79% 9.11% 10.05% 10.02% 9.78% 9.62% 
LBJ 8.88% 7.70% 9.10% 9.42% 8.86% 9.05% 
Taft 2.13% 1.83% 2.71% 2.08% 2.08% 2.29% 

 



 

 

65  

 
 

An interesting result of this analysis is that Closers in all eras were stingy about giving up 

home runs in comparison to their counterparts. Not a surprise to see when you understand that 

managers are unlikely to put a pitcher in that will continue to give up home runs at the tail end of 

the ballgame. The last two generations, Carter and Clinton, has seen plenty of Failed Starters 

(Long Relievers) that allow the long ball to fly out. But for the first time, Closers in the Clinton 

Era allowed home runs hit percentage above 10%. 

 

Table 2.2.6. Starter Usage by Era 

Starters Avg. GP IP IP/G GS  Avg. RA 
Carter 30.68 190.99 6.22 28.78 1.90 
Clinton 29.19 176.74 6.05 28.03 1.16 

Coolidge 34.68 218.63 6.30 27.87 6.81 
FDR 32.40 204.37 6.31 26.78 5.63 
IKE 33.55 203.96 6.08 28.35 5.20 
LBJ 33.51 211.74 6.32 30.42 3.09 
Taft 35.94 238.27 6.63 28.48 7.46 

 

Once again, Starters are losing innings per season not only per game but also in games 

started average. Relief Appearances (RA) by starters are becoming a rarity. This lose of quality 

innings pitched out of the bullpen by starters, taxes the guys that are all ready shown to be the 

least valuable and most prone to failure. 

 No surprise that among the best era for pitchers (LBJ: 1964-1977) reflects that starters 

were in an average of 30.42 games for 211 innings, counting relief appearances. While the top 

relievers generated a 2.92 ERA (best among all eras) including the dead ball Taft era. 

 

Table 2.2.7. Earned Run Average by Era and Role 

Era All Closers 
Middle 
Relief Long Relief Starters Remaining 

Carter 3.87 3.06 4.12 4.53 3.76 3.88 
Clinton 4.41 3.36 4.51 5.24 4.22 4.42 
Coolidge  4.16 3.64 5.30 4.69 3.85 4.07 
FDR 3.92 3.45 4.85 4.33 3.63 3.81 
IKE 3.92 3.26 4.67 4.48 3.64 3.95 
LBJ 3.57 2.92 4.15 4.22 3.40 3.61 
Taft 2.99 2.95 4.35 3.41 2.75 2.93 
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The two eras that have seen the greatest surges in offenses, have also seen it in the same areas. 

Earned Runs against starters, failed starters, middle relief and remaining pitchers are indicative 

of an across-the-board failing.  

For 28 years, from 1936 to 1963, the earned run average in baseball was 3.92. For the 

same time frame, full-time Starters had nearly identical Earned Run Averages (3.63.) 

 

Table 2.2.8. Combo Pitchers in History (Starter/Closers) 

Era Year Name GP GS CG IP Wins Losses SV ERA IP/G HRA SO BB BFP 

Taft 1911 Mordecai Brown  53 27 21 270.00 21 11 13 2.80 5.09 5 129 55 1108 

Taft 1912 Ed Walsh 62 41 32 393.00 27 17 10 2.15 6.34 6 254 94 1564 

Taft 1913 Chief Bender 48 21 14 236.67 21 10 13 2.21 4.93 2 135 59 975 

Taft 1913 Larry Cheney 54 36 25 305.00 21 14 11 2.57 5.65 7 136 98 1255 

Taft 1915 Tom Hughes 50 25 17 280.33 16 14 9 2.12 5.61 4 171 58 1069 

Taft 1916 Bob Shawkey 53 27 21 276.67 24 14 8 2.21 5.22 4 122 81 1064 

Taft 1917 Jim Bagby 49 37 26 320.67 23 13 7 1.96 6.54 6 83 73 1266 

Taft 1920 Pete Alexander 46 40 33 363.33 27 14 5 1.91 7.90 8 173 69 1447 

Coolidge 1926 Lefty Grove 45 33 20 258.00 13 13 6 2.51 5.73 6 194 101 1072 

Coolidge 1927 Lefty Grove 51 28 14 262.33 20 13 9 3.19 5.14 6 174 79 1106 

Coolidge 1929 Firpo Marberry  49 26 16 250.33 19 12 11 3.06 5.11 6 121 69 1028 

Coolidge 1930 Lefty Grove 50 32 22 291.00 28 5 9 2.54 5.82 8 209 60 1191 

Coolidge 1932 Lefty Grove 44 30 27 291.67 25 10 7 2.84 6.63 13 188 79 1207 

Coolidge 1933 Carl Hubbell 45 33 22 308.67 23 12 5 1.66 6.86 6 156 47 1206 

Coolidge 1934 Dizzy Dean 50 33 24 311.67 30 7 7 2.66 6.23 14 195 75 1291 

FDR 1936 Dizzy Dean 51 34 28 315.00 24 13 11 3.17 6.18 21 195 53 1303 

FDR 1940 Bob Feller 43 37 31 320.33 27 11 4 2.61 7.45 13 261 118 1304 

FDR 1937 Cliff Melton 46 27 14 248.00 20 9 7 2.61 5.39 9 142 55 1004 

FDR 1943 Dizzy Trout 44 30 18 246.67 20 12 6 2.48 5.61 6 111 101 1019 

IKE 1951 Sal Maglie 42 37 22 298.00 23 6 4 2.93 7.10 27 146 86 1210 

IKE 1951 Mike Garcia 47 30 15 254.00 20 13 6 3.15 5.40 10 118 82 1066 

IKE 1952 Allie Reynolds 35 29 24 244.33 20 8 6 2.06 6.98 10 160 97 1000 

IKE 1952 Bob Lemon 42 36 28 309.67 22 11 4 2.50 7.37 15 131 105 1252 

LBJ 1964 Dean Chance 46 35 15 278.33 20 9 4 1.65 6.05 7 207 86 1093 

LBJ 1965 Sam McDowell 42 35 14 273.00 17 11 4 2.18 6.50 9 325 132 1116 

LBJ 1968 Stan Williams 44 24 6 194.33 13 11 9 2.50 4.42 14 147 51 796 

Carter 1988 Tim Belcher 36 27 4 179.67 12 6 4 2.91 4.99 8 152 51 719 

Carter 1986 Scott Garrelts 53 18 2 173.67 13 9 10 3.11 3.28 17 125 74 717 

Carter 1980 Jerry Reuss 37 29 10 229.33 18 6 3 2.51 6.20 12 111 40 907 

Clinton 1992 Curt Schilling 42 26 10 226.33 14 11 2 2.35 5.39 11 147 59 895 

Clinton 2002 Tim Wakefield 45 15 0 163.33 11 5 3 2.81 3.63 15 134 51 657 
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Table 2.2.8. reflects that a very few pitchers have adapted well to the dual concept of 

usage out of the bullpen to go along with starting pitching duties. In earlier times, Taft and 

Coolidge specifically, many more pitchers amass 4 or more saves to go along with over 20 starts 

in a season. However, very few excelled at this usage after WWII.  

HOF Lefty Grove was used a great deal out of the pen, amassing 51 saves and 31 wins 

from 1925 to 1933 under manager Connie Mack. Grove became a stopper in the 1929 World 

Series, pitching both games he appeared in out of the pen against the right-hand heavy Chicago 

Cubs in securing the World title. 

Dizzy Dean pulled off an amassing feat in 1936: leading the league in complete games 

(28), innings pitched (315) and saves (11) while finishing second (24) behind “The Meal Ticket”, 

Carl Hubbell, in wins (at 26.) Hubbell was no stranger to the bullpen, leading the league in saves 

(8) and ERA (2.30) in 1934. 

After this era (1908-1935), bullpen work for starters would never reach the same levels, 

but two men did achieve stardom out of the pen as converted quality starters. 

 

Sparky Lyle: 899 relief appearance, no starts. 

Would be the stopper for the Bronx Zoo. 

 

Bruce Sutter: After a great start as a Cub, he 

was traded to the division rival St. Cardinals. 

He made a good living off the split-finger 

fastball while being  The Closer for a decade. 

 

Dennis Eckersley became the model of effectiveness as a converted starter and this led 

to a HOF induction. The first to ever amass over 150 wins and over 350 saves, the ‘Eck’ utilized 
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impeccable control to stifle offenses in the ninth. Very few matched his ability to keep runners 

off the basepaths as an 18-1 K/BB ratio would reflect during his time in Oakland. 

Currently, Atlanta’s John Smoltz, a #1 

starter on most any pitching staff, is the first to 

go from starter-to-closer back-to-starter in a 

matter of 4 seasons. In 2007, he surpassed the 

200-win barrier to go with 150 saves in a 

career. His ticket to the HOF is equally secured 

when he retires. 

In recent years, utilizing hard-throwing 

or specialty-pitch closers that are new to the 

big leagues (less than 3 years) has become 

much more frequent. As the cost to acquire 

top-end closers is upwards of $8-10 million for 

1-inning outings, 65-70 times a season, the 

ability to convert young minor league talent, 

who can either: 

 

 

John Smoltz: Aside from top pitcher in 

baseball, he is also a scratch golfer. 

 

�� Throw over 95 MPH, locate it well and get strikeouts 

�� Throw a plus 2nd pitch (usually a hard slider or split finger fastball) that strikeouts batters 

�� Actually command 3 pitches; just not extremely well on any of them 

�� Handle pressure well in tight situations, usually after proving themselves as a middle 

relievers 

 

This has become an effective way to get power arms up from the minors, who might not 

pan out as starters. However, many that get put in this pipeline wash out as the graph reflects by 

the number of closers that are arbitration eligible compared to non-arbitration closers. Yet it does 

seem that many teams can get by with younger arms as by 2005-2006, the young guns are 

becoming a dominating force out of the bullpen. (Boston Red Sox Jonathan Papelbon was 

scheduled to be starter, but was used expertly out of the bullpen in 2006 and 2007.) 
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Graph 2.2.3. Modern Closers (based on Arbitration Eligibility) 

Closers by Years of MLB Service (over 20 saves in a  season)
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These skilled men go in, night in and night out, to face down potentially the most feared batters 

in a close game. Usually, there is no time to setup a batter in one plate appearance; you must go 

at the hitter. You expect runners on base to get huge leads.  

And managers to show no patience.  

A closer must produce results under a harsh spotlight. And failure is rewarded never. 

 

During each era, Team Pitching has been uniquely important to the overall ability of any 

team to win games. A league-leading ERA or Strikeout-to-Walk Ratio has led many of best 

teams to win championships. Similar to the top 5 Team On-base Percentage and Slugging 

Average section, these two statistics are tied to changes in the game of baseball in how it was 

played and those most successful at the adjustment are often competing for a pennant or World 

Series.  


