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Extra, Extra!  Steroids aren’t the only answer
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	My favorite baseball player off all time is Henry Louis Gehrig.  Most of you probably know him as Lou Gehrig who played for the New York Yankees from 1923-1939.  You know, murderers row.  He was absolutely great and probably one of the top 10 baseball players to ever live.  I’m going to throw out some stats he put up to show you just how great he really was.  His lifetime batting average is .340, his career home runs are 493, and his RBI’s are a staggering 1,995.  That would be 16th all time for batting average, 26th all time for home runs, and 5th all time for RBI’s or runs batted in.  That’s ridiculous considering over 16,440 players have played in Major League Baseball.  The man was more than great and his teams were some of the best that have ever played.  Another player who had astounding numbers was a man by the name of Mark McGwire.  His stat line is a .263 batting average, 583 home runs, and 1,414 runs batted in.  That’s good for 1023rd all time for batting average, 10th all time for home runs, and 68th all time for runs batted in.  However, what Mark McGwire is known for is that in 1998 he broke a 38 year old record of most home runs hit in a single season.  He hit 70 home runs dwarfing the previous record of 61.  Obviously in comparison Lou Gehrig was a better hitter but didn’t have quite as much power as Mark McGwire.  With that said, there is one difference of significant note.  On January 11th, 2010 Mark McGwire announced that he used steroids throughout his career.  Did steroids really give Mark McGwire an advantage as a baseball player?  If you are one who says it did than we would also need to question if Lou Gehrig used steroids to accomplish what he did, right?  With the recent explosion of offense in Major League Baseball one would have to wonder what changed.  Are all the players using steroids or is there another reason for this jump in offensive numbers?  Let’s take a look at the different possibilities.

The Baseball Bat- Advancements in technology have created bats that are better made, more effective, and use different types of wood that couldn’t be used earlier in baseball.
	In the early days of baseball the hitters used bats made from hickory trees.  Hickory wood is very heavy in weight but is stronger, harder, stiffer, and has a higher resistance to shock than all other bats.  It was said that Babe Ruth used a 42 ounce baseball bat.  That is ridiculous when comparing today’s players using a 34 ounce baseball bat.  The dense durable nature of this bat created the 500 foot bombs produced by the likes or Ruth, Gehrig, and Foxx.  However, most players were unable to swing these bats fast enough to make contact with the baseball let alone hit home runs.  During the time that hickory bats were used which is from 1901 to 1935 an average of 704 home runs were hit per year in Major League Baseball.  It was in the late 1930’s that a new bat started becoming more prevalent in baseball.  Thanks in part to Ted Williams, another great baseball player, the Northern White Ash wood bat started being used in baseball.  White ash is a very hard material and is significantly lighter than hickory wood.  This allowed hitters to get bigger bats that weighed less than their previous hickory bats.  What this corresponded to was a jump in home run output.  Between 1935 and 1990 when these bats were prominent in baseball an average of 2,397 home runs were hit each season in Major League Baseball.  In the 1990’s a new material was beginning to be introduced in bats.  This was the Maple bat.  This material is hard and strong and the only reason this wood hadn’t been used before was due to the mass of it.  Manufacturers however, had figured out a certain way to dry the wood in order to make it lighter and the results it produced were astounding.  Home runs hit between 1990 and 2007 were an average of 4,916 per year in Major League Baseball.  We can see that technology and better understanding of what type of wood used to make baseball bats is a major influence on the production of the players using them.  Just imagine if Babe Ruth had a maple baseball bat back when he played.  But is that the only thing that changed?  No, it’s not.  There have been other changes as well.

The Actual Baseball- The known changes of the baseball have clearly illustrated how it directly influences offensive stats.
At the beginning of Major League Baseball the actual ball used was a 5 ounce, yarn wrapped, horse hide covered ball with a circumference of 5.25 inches.  The ball was very soft still and this time in baseball was said to be the “Deadball era”.  The games were very low scoring and there was no real pop to the ball when it was hit.  In 1910 however, a new baseball was introduced during the 1910 World Series.  This baseball had a cork core and was wrapped in yarn and then had a horsehide cover placed over it.  This small change made the ball much livelier than its predecessor.  Another change was that these baseballs were now being replaced with new ones throughout the game.  This made it so white easy to see baseballs were being thrown to hitters instead of dirty grass stained darker baseballs that were more difficult to see.  That would explain the slight jump in batting average in the Major Leagues from .252 before the baseball change to  (
(History of THE Baseball)
)[image: http://annexbaseballblog.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/Baseballs.jpg].287 after the baseball change.  In 1931 the baseball was again altered.  They wrapped the cork center with some rubber and raised the seams of the baseball.  With the seams raised this allowed pitchers to grip the baseball better as well as create better breaking balls.  The result was a drop in batting average.  It went down almost .030 percent for an average of .259 from 1932 to 1974.  There have been no changes to the ball since 1974 when a minor change from using horsehide to using cowhide to cover the balls took place.  Batting average has remained constant since this time.  However there are some who say that the baseball was altered in the 1990’s at the same time the home run craziness began.  “…there have been accusations that Spalding periodically introduces lively or "juiced" balls, made by winding the yarn inside the ball tighter.”(The Ball: It’s all in the bounce)  The baseball has impacted the performance of the game and it is possible the baseballs have been altered slightly to make them pop off the bats more.  However, no true hard facts have ever surfaced to prove this conspiracy theory true.  

The Steroid Theory- Baseball in the 1990’s and beyond has led many to believe that every player with significant skill is on steroids or performance enhancement drugs.
	In a time when baseball was beginning to fade into the back of everyone’s mind and the NFL and the NBA began to take over as the prominent sport in America, baseball began to experience its highest output of offense ever.  In the mid 90’s when Sammy Sosa and Mark McGwire were hitting homeruns almost every day everyone was excited and wanted to see more.  The home run hitting continued in the early 2000’s when Barry Bonds began hitting home runs at an incredible rate during the later stages of his career.  At this point baseball was very much alive in America and then in 2002 Ken Caminiti came out in Sports Illustrated and said he used steroids throughout his career to include 1996 when he won the National League most valuable player award.  Now steroids were on everyone’s mind and Major League Baseball needed to institute a drug policy that would test for steroids and performance enhancing drugs in players.  In 2003 a policy was put in place that would test every player once randomly throughout the season and if a player tested positive for a banned substance than he would be suspended so many games.  “In the nine seasons before steroid testing, players crashed the 50-home run threshold 18 times, the 60-home run barrier six times. In the nine seasons with testing, there have been only six 50-homer seasons. Nobody has hit 60.”(Verducci)  That statement alone signifies what everyone suspects, which is that steroids were in baseball and influenced performance throughout the 90’s and into the new millennium.  Some players have come out and support the testing policy since they do not want their names associated to steroid use.  For example Lance Berkman a current player for the St. Louis Cardinals said “I want the testing because I don't think I should have to have anyone question how I hit my home runs.” (Gammons)  
	Baseball has been the scapegoat for all sports concerning steroid use.  As players continue to come out and say they have used steroids and performance enhancing drugs it continues to leave a smudge over the record books kept that these individual players have achieved.  However, technological advances that have occurred in the game of baseball involving the two main components in hitting have to be noted along with the use of steroids or performance enhancing drugs.    Steroids are not the only answer to the jump in offensive production.  Considering all the technological advances nowadays maybe the likes of Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig who didn’t benefit from them and still became some of the best hitters in baseball need to be considered as possible steroid users.  Now that makes more sense.














Works Cited

Gammons, Peter. “Lawyers, Drugs, and Money.” ESPN. 4 Dec. 2004. Web. 29Sept. 2012
“History of THE Baseball.” Annex Baseball Blog. 7 Sept. 2012. Web. 22 Sept. 2012.
“League by League Totals for Home Runs.” Baseball Almanac. N.d. Web. 22 Sept. 2012.
“Overall Baseball Leaders & Baseball Records.” Baseball Reference. 2012. Web. 20 Sept. 2012.
“The Ball: It’s All in the Bounce.” Exploratorium. N.d. Web. 29 Sept. 2012
Verducci, Tom. “To Cheat or Not to Cheat.” Sports Illustrated. 29 May 2012: n. pag. Web. 29 Sept. 2012

image1.jpeg
1840-1870 1870-1900°s

1950-1965 1998-Present




