
Cleveland Indians Baseball

The gray skies have not abandoned us yet here in Northeast Ohio, but the start of Spring
Training games seem to have a certain affect on the sports fans who inhabit this area. Even
though there are a large group of people who dismiss Spring Training matchups as being
irrelevant, especially in the annual case of the Indians because the only position battles are the
fifth starter and the bench players, there is something comforting about live baseball being
played.

      

This week’s big story has to be the trade of Aaron Laffey, no? I mean we got Matt Lawton for
him. Oh, we got Matt Lawson? Ah, well, it’s no longer that big of a story, is it? I guess it is for
Aaron Laffey, his wife and his very young son, but not necessarily for the readers of
TheClevelandFan.com.

  

Maybe this week’s big headline should be that Grady Sizemore is not expected to be ready for
Opening Day. What’s that? You said that he hasn’t really been ready for Opening Day in any of
the last two seasons? Guess you are right about that. So, we will save that story for later as
well.
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I got it! Travis Buck is hitting .545 over 11 at-bats, which is excellent news for a team lacking left
handed outfield bats. Michael Brantley, Grady Sizemore, and Shin-Soo Choo are left handed?
Basically, we do not need another left handed outfield bat? Damnit. What am I supposed to talk
about then?

  

Pitching. Pitching should be the overriding theme of everything going on in Spring Training this
year. The backup catcher death match between Paul Phillips, Lou Marson, and Juan Apodaca
may be stealing headlines somewhere, but not in my column. The 2011 Cleveland Indians, like
pretty much every team in Major League Baseball, will go as far as their pitching will take them.

  

Starting rotation locks Fausto Carmona, Mitch Talbot, Justin Masterson, and Carlos Carrasco
combined to go eleven innings this past week, allowing five earned runs (two each from
Masterson and Talbot) with seven walks and six strikeouts. An awful spring debut for Justin
Masterson skews these numbers considerably. All things considered, Carmona and Carrasco
looked great while Talbot and Masterson struggled. (On a side note, good luck to the Carrasco
family awaiting the birth of their first child. On a similar note, congrats to Rafael Perez and
family for the birth of their new baby.)

  

Fifth starter candidates David Huff, Josh Tomlin, and Jeanmar Gomez have combined for nine
innings of one-run ball, with seven strikeouts and zero walks. One would imagine that if David
Huff pitches reasonably well, he should have the advantage of Tomlin and Gomez on account
of the fact that David Huff throws left handed. The Indians currently have an all right-handed
rotation. I know plenty of people with an all right-handed rotation and I would think this has to
get boring after while. Sometimes you need to change it up. The Indians would be wise to have
a left hander somewhere in the rotation.

  

The Indians pitching staff has allowed 20 earned runs over the first week of Spring Training
games. Fourteen of the 20 runs have been scored off guys who will not be with the team on
April 1 (one of them is off Tomlin, so that remains to be seen).

  

I find it difficult to put a lot of stock in Spring Training stats, both from the pitchers and the
hitters. The ball travels far better in the March desert air than it will in Cleveland until at least
June or July. Lazy fly balls are injected with #tigerblood while in flight and their trajectory is
altered enough that they land over the fence. Phantom doubles occur when the burning ball of
fire in the clear Arizona sky temporarily Stevie Wonders an outfielder and they are left hoping to
avoid a concussion as the ball plummets back toward the ground.
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Stats can tell you a lot of things. Some of them are misleading, some of them are surprising,
and some of them legitimately embody what a player is doing. Take all of the Spring Training
ones with a grain of salt. Certainly, losing a ball in the sun/lights can happen in any MLB
Regular Season game as well, but they are far less commonplace. Wind-aided home runs do
occur, but again, not as frequently.

  

That brings me to the guys swinging the wooden clubs. Does it bother me that Michael Brantley
is 1-for-10 over four games with a measly single? Of course it does. Am I far from encouraged
that Travis Hafner, Shin-Soo Choo and Matt LaPorta, the only real home run threats on the
roster, are a combined 4-for-31 with six whiffs? You betcha. But, again, taking things with a
grain of salt, the pitchers arrive at least a week before most of the hitters. They are further
along. By mid-March, the hitters begin catching up and you see those batting averages creep
up and the pitcher ERAs regress back to their expected values.

  

The Cabreras are 6-for-13 so far on the young spring. Jason Donald is 3-for-8. Taking Matt
LaPorta out of the equation, it would be nice to get some solid get-on-base production from the
other three infield positions. After all, these are the guys who are expected to set the table and
advance runners. None of them will be called upon to drive in runs.

  

Perhaps the most encouraging sign of spring, thus far, has been Carlos Santana performing
baseball activities with little or no problems. Well, one problem is that he has yet to learn that
sliding head first in to home plate is a terrible decision. Other than that, Santana has run well
and swung the bat well, notching two knocks in seven trips. Nobody has attempted a stolen
base off Santana to this point.

  

This week’s transactions: The Indians have made a couple moves this week, including
announcing the signing of Chad Durbin to a major league contract worth $800,000. As a result
of needing a 40-man roster spot, the Indians made the aforementioned trade of Aaron Laffey,
reuniting him with Eric Wedge and “What Chu’ Talkin’ ‘Bout” Carl Willis.

  

Durbin fills a bunch of needs for the Indians. First, he adds a veteran presence to a very young
roster. The Indians, with their expected roster, will be one of, if not
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 the, youngest team in Major League Baseball. Second, he has a great track record over thelast three seasons. Durbin has pitched meaningful innings for the Philadelphia Phillies. Finally,Durbin is the right handed reliever that the team needed to bridge the gap to Chris Perez.Rafael Perez and Tony Sipp will share the duties as the 7th/8th inning lefty, but the team waslacking a proven RHP to use in a setup role. Check out Paul Cousineau’s Lazy Sunday columnfor more in depth on Durbin.  Though no official move was made, the Indians acknowledged that Anthony Reyes will not behealthy enough to compete for the fifth starter role. In this week’s trivia tidbit, Reyes wasacquired in July 2008 for Luis Perdomo. Perdomo appeared in one game last year with the SanDiego Padres, giving up a home run in one inning of work. He pitched in 35 games in 2010 forthe Fathers, posting a 4.80 ERA.  This week’s bold prediction: It may not be the boldest prediction ever made, but, with myinterest in sports betting, I find the Indians over/under 72.5 wins to be a little bit low. I like theIndians to win between 76-78 games this year. This year’s team is not playing under thepretense of having guys traded away. Granted, if healthy, Grady Sizemore could be a tradecandidate, but the only real trade candidates are Chad Durbin and Austin Kearns. There isanother year of development and major league seasoning behind some of these guys.  So many things are going in the team’s favor that were not last year. Matt LaPorta is able toconcentrate on baseball rather than getting healthy. Shin-Soo Choo is exempt from his militaryobligation. We know what Chris Perez can do in the closer’s role. Fausto Carmona and RafaelPerez had bounceback years in 2010. Carlos Santana is here and his adjustment period got agreat head start prior to his knee injury.  

A final note: This is the first Spring Training where Bob Feller has not thrown out the first pitchto kick off the spring’s games. It is definitely a somber note to begin the season. Feller had beena mainstay for the fanfare of Opening Day, the Indians Hall of Fame celebration, IndiansFantasy Camp and other team events.  After attending Snow Days on December 30, I went over to the Bob Feller statue outside theright field gate. While standing there, looking at the makeshift memorial and the remembrancebanners tied to the ballpark gates, I choked back my emotions and let one tear roll down mycheek. I never met Bob Feller. I never talked with him or had the chance to validate or shootdown the opinions I had heard about him. All I knew about Bob Feller, along with his war serviceand his impressive stats, was that he embodied the franchise I love.  Hopefully, the Indians can honor his memory with a productive season and surprise somepeople. We will find out shortly, but until then, they will keep the spring training wheels on andkeep plugging away to get ready for April 1.
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