SPORTS BY THE NUMBERS

Major League Baseball

Chapter One

It Only Takes One

(I’d rather be Gates Brown than Barry Bonds)

“In high school I took a little English, some science, some hubcaps, and some wheel covers.”

Gates Brown (Detroit Tigers outfielder)

On October 2, 1968, Busch Stadium in St. Louis hosted game one of the World Series between the Cardinals and the Detroit Tigers. The game would last one minute short of two and a half hours, and more than fifty four thousand fans were in attendance. The fans took little note of the pinch-hitter for Tigers pitcher Pat Dobson in the top of the eighth inning, but why should they? The pinch-hitter was certain to become, the fans must have presumed, a number—for the strikeouts were piling up, and the man the fans cared about was Bob Gibson and he was on the mound for the Cardinals doing the piling, seventeen strikeouts in all on his way to a post-season record, a complete game shutout, and a one game series lead for the Cardinals.  

The pinch-hitter did not strikeout, and so history took little note of him. 

He did not get a hit either. He hit a lazy fly to left. One must wonder how he would have felt that moment if he had known that lone at bat would be the first and last of his World Series career. The pinch-hitter watched from the bench as his team lost. He watched from the bench as his Tigers lost games three and four, trailing in the series three games to one—and he watched from the bench as the Tigers roared back, becoming only the third team in major league history to recover from that kind of deficit and win the World Series. 

Gates Brown—the pinch-hitter—played little more than a decade in the majors. 

He finished with 650 fewer homeruns and counting than will Barry Bonds. He did not achieve any statistical records, any fame or fortune, but Gates Brown celebrated on the field with his teammates at Busch Stadium on October 10, 1968, and in that moment he was a part of the best there was. He probably thought there would be more great moments to come, perhaps some significant individual accomplishments of his own. 

They did not come, but it doesn’t matter. 

He got one, his—and it only takes one. 

