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Weathers strong, steady in bullpen

Despite being 39 and having kids to raise, relief pitcher feels refreshed.

By Hal McCoy

Saturday, March 14, 2009

SARASOTA, Fla. — Ryan Weathers sat in his dad's folding chair in the Cincinnati Reds clubhouse, doing what all 9-year-olds do — thumbing a video game.

Ryan's father, David, is a 39-year-old relief pitcher beginning his 16th major-league season.

And that's a good thing for a 9-year-old kid who loves baseball.

What other 9-year-olds get to practice every day at a major-league spring-training facility?

What other 9-year-old gets to travel with his dad to major-league parks during the summer and practice his game in Wrigley Field, Busch Stadium or Coors Field?

And it is amazing to watch him. His father pitches to him, and he switch-hits, driving the ball hard and deep.

His father hits him towering fly balls, and he chases them down, snagging balls near the walls.

When asked what he plays on his traveling team, he says, "Shortstop."

Doesn't he want to follow his dad as a pitcher? "Yes."

Does he feel lucky to be able to do what he does? "Yes."

About that time Daddy Weathers walked up and said, "Not much of a talker, is he? He's not like me. He's like his mother."

Weathers then pitched a 1-2-3 inning (two strikeouts) Saturday, March 14, during a 3-1 loss to the Tampa Bay Rays.

Weathers said he knows Ryan want to pitch, but says, "Uh, no. I'm not going to let that happen."

Why not? Weathers has made a comfortable living in the precarious job of pitching in relief, a job in which the media only talks to you after you make a muddled mess of a game.

Weathers figures to pitch setup for Francisco Cordero again this year and this season he'll have help in left-hander Arthur Rhodes.

When he reported to camp this year, Weathers told manager Dusty Baker, "I feel better than I have in a long time."

After pitching through some early-season problems in 2008, Weathers finished strong, recording a 2.45 ERA in his last 36 appearances.

"The '07 season, pitching as much as I did (70 appearances, 77 2/3 innings), kind of affected me, and I didn't have time to recover for early last year," he said.

"That reminded me of '04 when I pitched so much in '03 (New York Mets, 77 games, 87 2/3 innings)," he said. The next year, he made 66 appearances (82 1/3 innings for the Mets, Astros and Marlins).

"Sometimes it's just so hard to recover," he said.

That's all behind him now, and Weathers is anxious to be part of what he calls an outstanding pitching staff for the Reds, both starters and relief pitchers.

And he likes the team's makeup.

"Everything is real positive, and there doesn't seem to be any negative things going on," he said. "We have a lot of good young players doing well, and that's crucial for us.

"Then you look at the bullpen and you see Jared Burton, a guy still young but with good experience," Weathers added. "Pitching? That's definitely going to be our strength."

So far this spring, Weathers has appeared six times for six innings and given up two runs and four hits.

Doesn't Ryan wear him out? "Naw, I have two daughters, too, and I can wear 'em all out," he said.

Cold remedy a winner, but can it cure a fear of snakes?

By Hal McCoy

Sunday, March 15, 2009

Crossed the Sunshine Skyway Bridge twice this week — the world's longest bridge (5.5 miles) supported by cable.

It's a scary trip when you think about the former bridge in the same spot that was knocked down by a freighter in 1980, dropping six cars and a Greyhound bus 150 feet into Tampa Bay. Thirty-five people died.

I lose my eyes as we cross and envision dry land.

With global warming, pythons have made their way into Sarasota County, and the first time I see one of those 12-footers, you'll hear about a 68-year-old legally blind sports writer setting a global 50-meter dash record. Former Cincinnati Reds manager/coach Dave Bristol feared snakes with a frenzy, and pitcher Mario Soto once dropped a rubber snake — a little one — into the coach's box. When Bristol saw it, his face resembled a drive-in movie screen with a horror show on it.

Manager Dusty Baker's 10-year-old son, Darren, is in town and needed some athletic shoes. Baker flipped him a $100 bill and said, "Have one of the clubhouse guys take you. And bring back some change. I don't want you buying some of that Run DMZ stuff."

After battling a cold for five days, I was told by bullpen coach Juan "Porky" Lopez to drink an elixir concocted by his Puerto Rican father-in-law — apple cider vinegar, ginger, lime and garlic. My cold is gone, and I can light my cigar without a match.

Jacque and Corey: not the same guy

By Hal McCoy

Saturday, March 14, 2009

Cincinnati Reds manager Dusty Baker asked a quick favor as his first comment of Saturday morning to the media: “Please don’t compare Jacque Jones to Corey Patterson.”

It isn’t clear what exactly he meant, but in checking what I wrote about Jones in today’s paper, all I said was the same thing Baker is saying:

“And before folks remind everybody that Corey Patterson played for Baker and made the Reds last season, Patterson did hit .298 and earned the spot.”

Baker was reminded that Cincinnati fans sometimes can be extremely negative, especially after eight straight losing seasons, Baker laughed and said, “Cincinnati? The whole world. The whole world is negative.”

THE REDS play Tampa Bay in Sarasota today and the Cincinnati lineup resembled a ‘B’ game. “Day game after a night game,” said Baker, referring to Friday night’s 1-0 win over the Twins in Fort Myers, a game in which the regulars played seven innings. “Everybody went seven last night.”

The Saturday lineup was one resembling one that was tacked on the wall by former manager Jack McKeon on a day that Pete Harnisch was the starting pitcher. Harnisch checked the lineup card and shouted, “Hey, skipper, are we trying today?”

THE REDS have another off days Monday, a day that falls on Homer Bailey’s turn to pitch. It won’t be an off day for him. He will start a game Monday against a Reds’ minor-league team. Daryl Thompson also will pitch against a minor-league team.

The rest of the team can fill out their NCAA brackets — and no fair calling Sarasota resident Dick Vitale for some helpful hints.

With a lengthy spring training this year (seven weeks), Baker said rest is vital for the regulars, “Because when you get fatigued is when you get hurt. When you run a marathon, you build your stamina slowly. And the baseball season (162 games) is a marathon.”

SOMEBODY WONDERED about the health and well-being of pitcher Bill Bray, who has pitched only one inning this spring. His shoulder is fine. It’s his hamstring that is bothersome.

“We’re letting him pitch on the back fields to guys like Jeff Keppinger, guys who are struggling and looking for their stroke,” said Baker. “Right now, Bray can’t cover first base because of the hamstring.

“The inning he pitched last week in Dunedin (against the Blue Jays), there was a ball hit to the right side and he didn’t run to cover first,” said Baker. “I got mad and said something, but (bench coach) Chris Speier calmed me down and said, ‘It’s his hamstring, I’m sure.’ So we’re not taking a chance with him right now.”

BAKER HOLDS a pre-game meeting early every morning to discuss the previous day’s (or night’s) game and he also has, “A key to the game.”

The Reds beat the Twins Friday, 1-0, on a home run by Jonny Gomes, but that wasn’t Baker’s “Key to the Game.”

“To me, and this is what I’ll tell them this morning, it was a ground ball back through the middle that Micah Owings fielded, threw a perfect peg to second to start a 1-6-3 double play,” said Baker. “If that ball gets by and goes into center for a single, it’s first and third with nobody out. Instead it is two outs and nobody on.

“A lot of games are won or lost by balls hit back through the middle,” Baker added. “Pete Rose always said, ‘Hit the ball through the middle on the ground.’ He was working with my son (Darren, 10) and that’s what he told him, ‘Hit the ball on the ground through the middle.’”

As promised: two hits for Keppinger

By Hal McCoy

Saturday, March 14, 2009

Jeff Keppinger was hitting .120 before Saturday’s game against Tampa Bay at Ed Smith Stadium. During batting practice, I walked up to him, tapped him twice on the shoulder, and said, “Two hits today.”

He looked at me as if I had three eyes, three ears and two noses, then said, “I hope you’re right.”

I told Keppinger that one spring Aaron Boone was scuffling and I did that to him and he got two hits. He came looking for me every day after that.

Well, Keppinger singled his firsst two times Saturday and I fear he is going to be looking for me. Think I might hide Sunday. It was one lucky guess and I don’t want to be put to the test again.

Keppinger needs all the hits he can get. His utility infielder’s job could be in jeopardy to Adam Rosales, who hustles so hard on every play some people call him Pete Rosales. But he is hitting only .235 and he needs to do better to beat out a veteran like Keppinger.

Keppinger’s two hits Saturday came off Tampa Bay lefthander Scott Kazmir, who gave up one run and five hits over four innings. And they didn’t help the Reds much in a 3-1 defeat in full (6,949) in tired, old Ed Smith Stadium, mostly Rays fans.

BRONSON ARROYO cruised in off his sports yacht (Nasty Hook), on which he is staying, to give up three runs and four hits over 4 2/3 innings Saturday. And for some photos of a party on Nasty Hook, check out the web-site Busted Coverage.

Arroyo gave up two runs in the first and a home run in the fourth - 4 2/3 innings, three runs, four hits, one walk, one hit batsman, four strikeouts.

Arroyo welcomed the long first inning and the 77-pitch day. The long first inning grabbed his attention.

“A rough start that made me stop, step back, tell myself, ‘Focus,’” he said. “Usually you can fix some of these things because it’s between your ears.”

He is one of the few pitchers who welcomes the extra 10 days of spring training this year because he is a notorious slow starter.

“Maybe this year in my last two spring starts I can touch 100 pitches and be ready for the season,” he said. “Usually, when the season starts, I haven’t hit 100 pitches.”

Manager Dusty Baker says, “Bronson is a Florida boy (Key West) and it usually doesn’t warm up in Cincinnati until May, does it?”

What Arroyo wants next is for Venezuela to lose in the World Baseball Classic so he can get No. 1 catcher Ramon Hernandez to catch him.

“That concerns me a bit,” he said. “He only caught me once and that was in the bullpen. I pitch unorthodox compared to the other guys. I’m a little more offbeat. I hope Venezuela loses soon so he can catch me in a couple of games.”

CINCINNATI ENQUIRER

Lefty Viola is set for more fine tuning

By John Fay

jfay@enquirer.com

SARASOTA, Fla. - Left-hander Pedro Viola clearly has the arm to make the jump from Double-A to the big leagues.

The Reds probably don't have a spot to accommodate the move this spring.

"I don't know if it's right now or not," manager Dusty Baker said. "You usually carry two left-handers. Billy Bray is not hurt. If Bray was hurt, it would be a different story."

Bray is dealing with a slightly strained left hamstring. He's unable to pitch in games - the Reds don't want to risk him covering first - but he is throwing live batting practice.

If Bray doesn't get healthy in time, Viola could very well make the club.

Viola has pitched three times - twice for the Reds and once for the Dominican Republic in the World Baseball Classic - this spring. He's retired all nine batters he's faced, three by strikeout.

"I remember we took Steve Howe with the Dodgers," Baker said. "He was out of Double-A. He ended up being our closer. That was a big step."

"A lot of it is the confidence of the young man and the catcher you have to lead the young man through the forest - as Van Morrison would say."

Viola is 25 years old. But he's only been in the Reds system for three years. The Reds signed him after the San Francisco Giants released him in 2005, just four months after signing him.

"All he had was a fastball when he was with the Giants," said Mario Soto, a Reds special assistant and the team's Dominican pitching guru. "He's got a great arm."

Soto taught Viola the changeup.

With the new pitch, Viola went 3-5 with a 2.04 ERA in the Dominican Summer League in 2006.

The following summer Mike LaCoss, then a Reds' roving instructor, taught Viola the curveball.

Viola went a combined 3-2 with a 1.42 ERA in stops at Dayton, Sarasota and Chattanooga.

"His curveball is better than his changeup now," Soto said.

Last year, Viola went 4-7 with a 4.48 ERA at Chattanooga.

"I was kind of wild at the beginning," he said. "But then I pitched better."

Soto is fan of Viola's and not just because of his stuff.

"He's one of the hardest workers we've got," Soto said. "This kid really wants to be good."

Reds notebook

Heavy workload fine with Arroyo

By John Fay

jfay@enquirer.com

SARASOTA, Fla. - Bronson Arroyo is not among the players who think spring training is too long this year.

He figures the extra time will allow him to build his pitch count.

"Hopefully, the last two starts you'll be touching 100 pitches," Arroyo said. "Those first couple of starts, you feel like if you don't have a really good start, you're not built up enough to get deep into the game."

Arroyo started for the Reds Saturday and took the loss 3-1 to the Tampa Bay Rays.

Arroyo gave up three runs on four hits in 42/3 innings. Two of the runs and three of the hits came in the first inning.

"The way I got hit around in the first forced me to go to a high pitch count," he said. "That taxed me. I really tried to focus and make it through to the next innings. This early - even though we're halfway through spring - you don't realize what one long inning can do to you. It can take your energy level down a lot."

Arroyo was good after the first. He retired nine in a row before giving up a home run to Willy Aybar in the fourth.

"I got some good work in today," Arroyo said. "Hopefully my next two starts, we'll have good crowds. More of that game feel, tougher lineups, so you can get where you want to be. That way you can get into the sixth or seventh inning without feeling taxed."

Arroyo would like Ramon Hernandez to catch those starts. Hernandez is playing for Venezuela in the World Baseball Classic.

"That's a little bit of a concern for me," Arroyo said. "Based on the fact I pitch a little unorthodox compared to the other guys. I hope Venezuela loses real quick. I'd like to spend some time with him."

'B' LINEUP: Jay Bruce, Joey Votto, Brandon Phillips and Edwin Encarnacion were all out of the starting lineup Saturday.

All played the night game Friday in Fort Myers.

"Day game after a night game," manager Dusty Baker said. "At some point in time, you've got to stretch guys out. You start to program their bodies to go nine innings. Everybody went seven innings last night."

"I know how to prepare physically for this race. I did it myself many times. It's not like I read it in a book."

BRAY UPDATE: Left-hander Bill Bray is dealing with a slightly strained left hamstring.

He threw live batting practice Thursday. He's OK to throw, but the Reds don't want him to have to cover first.

"We didn't want to take a chance," Baker said.

PLAY OF THE GAME: One play in the Reds' 1-0 victory over the Twins stood out in Baker's mind.

"The key to the ballgame was when (Micah Owings) snagged that come-backer, being a good athlete he made a perfect throw to second to start a double play," Baker said. "It would have been first and third no outs.

"I'm a firm believer a lot of games are won and lost on balls through the box."

NO DH: The Reds did not use the designated hitter for the first time Saturday.

"It's about time for my pitchers to hit," Baker said. "They would have hit sooner, but we had so many guys to get (at-bats). It's time for them to be part of the game. Hopefully, they'll last long enough to get up there."

INTRASQUAD: Homer Bailey and Daryl Thompson will pitch in a minor league intrasquad game Monday when the Reds have the day off.

25-man guessing

Posted by JohnFay 

Cincinnati.com

If the Reds broke camp tomorrow, I think there’d only one hard call as far as the 25-man roster:

--Nick Masset or Homer Bailey as the long man out of the bullpen?

That assumes Micah Owings is the fifth starter and Chris Dickerson and Jonny Gomes will platoon in left field.

The starting eight:

Willy Taveras cf

Alex Gonzalez ss

Joey Votto 1b

Brandon Phillips 2b

Jay Bruce rf

Edwin Encarnacion 3b

Dickerson/Gomes lf

Ramon Hernandez c

The rotation:

Aaron Harang

Edinson Volquez

Bronson Arroyo

Johnny Cueto

Micah Owings

The bullpen:

Francisco Cordero

David Weathers

Arthur Rhodes

Mike Lincoln

Jared Burton

Bill Bray

Masset or Bailey

The bench:

Jeff Keppinger

Jerry Hairston Jr.

Daryle Ward

Ryan Hanigan

Ward is only one with that’s a tad iffy. They could go with Laynce Nix or Jacque Jones instead. Both are better defensively. But Ward’s been in the pinch-hitter role. He’s got some pop.

The Masset-Bailey call should come down to who pitches best. That’s been Bailey so far. But Masset is out of options and he’s relieved before.  I think long relief would be a good spot for Bailey, less pressure.

Final: Rays 3 Reds 1

Posted by JohnFay 

Cincinnati.com

Bronson Arroyo gave up two in the first. Could have been worse. Evan Longoria lined into a 6-4 double play. Arroyo ended up going 4 2/3 innings. He allowed three runs on four hits. He walked one and struck out four.

“The way I got hit around the first it forced me to go to high pitch count,” he said. “That taxed me. I really tried to focus and make it through to the next innings. This early – even though we’re halfway through spring – you don’t realize what one long inning can do to you. It can take your energy level down a lot.” 

Arroyo retired nine in a row before giving up a solo home run to Willy Aybar in the fourth.

“I got some good work in today,” Arroyo said. “Hopefully my next two starts we'll have good crowds. More of that game feel, tougher lineups, so you can get where you want to be. That way you can get into the sixth or seventh inning without feeling taxed.”

Arroyo is OK with the longer spring training becasue of the WBC.

“Hopefully, the last two starts you’ll be touching 100 pitches,” Arroyo said. “Those first couple of starts, you feel like if you don’t a really good start, you’re not built up enough to get deep into the game.”

Arroyo would like to the chance to throw to catch Ramon Hernandez again. 

“That’s a little bit of a concern for me,” Arroyo said. “Based on fact I pitch a little unorthodoxed compared to the other guys. I hope Venezuela loses real quick. I’d like to spend some time with him.”  

Paul Janish hit a RBI triple in the second, just missed going out.

By the way, Adam Rosales has clinched the "ceremonial first-pitch caught" title. He's out there pretty much everyday.  

Jeff Keppinger singled in the first. I predict he goes like 5-for-9 over the next couple of days. He singled in the third.  

Couple of notes:

--Bill Bray is dealing with a slightly strained left hamstring. He's thrown live batting practice. But they don't want to risk putting him a game, where he may have to cover first.

--Homer Bailey and Daryl Thompson will pitch in minor league intrasquad game on the Monday's off day.

MLB.COM

03/14/09 3:39 PM ET

Offense scarce in Reds loss

Relievers deliver solid innings after shaky Arroyo start

By Mark Sheldon / MLB.com

RAYS 3, REDS 1

at Sarasota, Fla.

March 14, 2009

Reds at the plate: Paul Janish drove in the Reds' first run with a two-out RBI triple to left field in the second inning. ... Jeff Keppinger snapped a spring-long slump with two hits -- a pair of singles.

Rays at the plate: Back in his first game since the Dominican team's ouster from the World Baseball Classic, Willy Aybar was 1-for-3 with a solo home run to right field with two outs in the fourth. ... Carlos Pena and Pat Burrell each hit RBI doubles in the top of the first inning.

Reds on the mound: Reds starter Bronson Arroyo had a bumpy first inning, but pitched well overall. Arroyo gave up three earned runs and four hits, including a solo homer, over 4 2/3 innings. He walked one and struck out four and threw 77 pitches (49 strikes). ... Arthur Rhodes pitched one scoreless inning with one walk. ... David Weathers pitched a perfect seventh inning with two strikeouts. ... Francisco Cordero had a scoreless eighth with one hit allowed.

Rays on the mound: Scott Kazmir gave up one earned run and five hits over four innings. While throwing 55 pitches (39 strikes), Kazmir walked no one and struck out three. ... Lance Cormier worked a scoreless inning with one hit and one strikeout. ... Fifth starter candidate Jeff Niemann pitched two scoreless innings with one walk.

Grapefruit League records: Reds 9-7; Rays 8-7

Up next: When the Reds play the Blue Jays Sunday at 1:05 p.m. ET in Dunedin, Fla., Johnny Cueto will make his first start for the Cincinnati since returning from the World Baseball Classic. It's Cueto's second overall appearance of the spring. Fifth starter candidate Nick Masset will follow Cueto from the bullpen.

03/14/09 4:50 PM ET

Arroyo looks for fast start to season

Right-hander hopes to build momentum throughout spring

By Mark Sheldon / MLB.com

SARASOTA, Fla. -- A longer Spring Training and a later start to the regular season? You can sign Reds starting pitcher Bronson Arroyo up for that every year.

Arroyo, a fitness buff that likes working out and putting a pounding on his arm, wants all the time he can get -- especially if it improves his chances to having a fast start to 2009. The World Baseball Classic has extended camps league-wide this spring. Opening Day is on April 6.

"Maybe this can be a super year for him because of this," Reds manager Dusty Baker said.

"The last, probably, two starts are when you're going to really feel it, because you'll be used to breaking camp around that time," Arroyo said. "The last two starts are where you can get out there, hopefully touch 100 pitches or more, and feel like you're pitching in a real game. That's versus going into the first two starts of the year and almost feeling like you can't go really deep in the game because you're not quite built up enough unless everything goes your way."

Not much really went Arroyo's way in the early going of last season, when he was winless over his first five starts. But he had one of the more sensational second-halves in baseball.

The 32-year-old Arroyo finally reached his long-desired goal of 15 wins in 2008 and also tossed 200 innings for the fourth-straight season. Neither benchmark seemed very reachable when he was 4-7 with a 6.52 ERA on June 24.

That night, at Toronto, Arroyo was clobbered for 10 earned runs and 11 hits over a career shortest one-plus innings in a 14-1 loss to the Blue Jays.

"When you get off to a rough start ... you try to take a step back and say 'let me really focus here,'" Arroyo said. "A lot of times you feel like you can pull yourself out of these things based on what's going on between your ears."

"It wasn't very pretty. I was wondering myself," Baker said. "Then he started throwing that sinker."

In the final 17 starts following the debacle north of the border, Arroyo went 11-4 with a 3.42 ERA -- and was 5-1 with a 2.88 ERA over his final eight outings. He finished the season with a 4.77 ERA in 34 starts overall and struck out 163.

Arroyo developed his sinker, in particular, against right-handed hitters and found it effective. Eventually, the results followed.

"Without question, it was probably the toughest thing I had to do in my whole career, honestly," Arroyo said. "Baseball is just like any other sport. When you start out rough in the tee box in golf or you miss your first five shots in basketball, the hardest thing to do is bring that confidence back to the table. The second half I had was probably the best half I've had in my whole career, based on wins and losses."

Over the 2006-07 seasons, Arroyo was one of the Reds' most dependable starters, but lacked luck and, often, run support. He combined for 45 quality starts but notched only 23 wins.

With Arroyo slated to be the No. 3 starter in the rotation, the Reds would benefit greatly if he could carry his 2008 second half into the start of the 2009 season.

"Hey, who knows what kind of a year he can have if he comes out hot?" Baker said. "He's one of the only guys I've talked to that doesn't mind this long spring. He actually kind of likes it. He rarely felt out of the gate that he was ready no matter how hard he tried or prepared."

This spring, Arroyo has a 5.40 ERA in three starts, with six earned runs and nine hits allowed (including three homers) over 10 innings. During a 77-pitch performance in Saturday's 3-1 loss to the Rays, he gave up three earned runs and four hits over 4 2/3 innings.

The day started out ominous with Arroyo hitting leadoff batter Jason Bartlett with a pitch and giving up a single to Carl Crawford. A line drive to second base by Evan Longoria created a double play, but Arroyo gave up back-to-back RBI doubles by Carlos Pena and Pat Burrell.

After that, Arroyo retired nine in a row and 10 of his last 12 batters. Willy Aybar hit a two-out solo homer in the fourth.

"Even though we're midway through spring, you realize what one long inning early on can do to you," said Arroyo, who will make $9.5 million this season. "It takes your energy level down a lot. I'm glad to have gotten some good work today. Hopefully my next two starts will give me a little bit of that game feel and tougher lineups and start getting where you want to be so you're built up to the sixth and seventh inning and not feeling taxed for the first couple of starts of the year."

03/14/09 5:35 PM ET

Baker to increase at-bats for pitchers

Reds manager looking to build overall longevity for squad

By Mark Sheldon / MLB.com

SARASOTA, Fla. -- Although the Reds starting lineup lacked many regulars against the Rays on Saturday, there was one spot that indicated that camp had gone to another level in terms of preparation.

In the No. 9 spot, pitcher Bronson Arroyo batted. During all 15 of the previous games, manager Dusty Baker employed the designated hitter.

"It's about time for my pitchers to hit," Baker said. "They would have been hitting sooner but we've had so many guys in camp that needed at-bats. But now it's time for pitchers to be part of the game. Hopefully, they last long enough to get up there."

Arroyo got only one at-bat and flew out to center field. Baker plans to use the pitcher in the ninth spot whenever the Reds play in a National League ballpark.

Several of Baker's regular players, including Joey Votto and Jay Bruce, were available on the bench. The Reds were playing a day game following a night game. On Friday vs. the Twins, most of the regulars played seven innings.

Expect a build-up in at-bats and innings to come.

"At some point in time you have to stretch guys out," Baker said. "They can't go five innings and then nine. This is about the time you start programming their bodies for standing, for running, for jumping, for fatigue.

"When you get fatigued is when you get hurt. I know how to prepare physically for this race. I've ran it myself many times. It's not like I've read it in some book. I think a lot of clubs, and hear about people, starting late. I'd rather be prepared rather than all of a sudden it's on you and in two weeks, you try to cram and over prepare."

FOX SPORTS

Reds are better, but still not good enough

by Athlon Sports

Updated: March 14, 2009

When the Reds traded veteran sluggers Ken Griffey Jr. and Adam Dunn last season, it signaled a change in the team's direction. Now, the headliners are Jay Bruce, Brandon Phillips, Edinson Volquez and Joey Votto. That's an impressive core, and the Reds might contend for a wild card spot if their pitching comes together.

But after eight consecutive losing seasons, their fans have reason to be skeptical. The Reds have not truly contended in a decade, and they still seem closer to last place than first.

Rotation

The rotation seems promising at first glance, but a deeper look is troubling. They know they can count on Bronson Arroyo for 200 mostly quality innings. But Aaron Harang, who had been one of baseball's most underrated starters, had a devastating fall last season and finished 6-17.

Volquez starred early on and pitched in the All-Star game — going 12-3 with a 2.29 ERA and 126 strikeouts in 117.2 innings pitched before the break. But his ERA more than doubled in the second half, when he allowed at least four earned runs seven times in 13 starts — with a 5-3 record and 4.60 ERA after the Midsummer Classic. Still, he's a solid building block; so is Johnny Cueto, who actually pitched better at tiny Great American Ballpark (6-4, 4.71) than he did on the road (3-10, 4.92). The fifth spot goes to Micah Owings, a savvy late-season pickup from Arizona in the Dunn trade. Owings slid back last season after a solid rookie year for the Diamondbacks. But at 26, he's talented enough to warrant a long look in Cincy unless Daryl Thompson or perennial prospect Homer Bailey win the fifth starter's spot in spring training.

Bullpen

The Reds had the third-best bullpen ERA in the National League last season, at 3.81, and the same cast returns, with one veteran lefty (Arthur Rhodes) replacing another (Jeremy Affeldt). Francisco Cordero is an upper-echelon closer, and as the team's highest-paid player at $12 million per season, he should be. The well-traveled Rhodes — who held lefties to a .157 average last season — complements Bill Bray from the left side, giving Dusty Baker a pair of dependable weapons to deploy. Jared Burton, Mike Lincoln and Dave Weathers, closing in on 900 career appearances, hold things down from the right side.

Corners

The progression of Votto has been one of the Reds' proudest achievements over the last few seasons. After a steady and successful climb through the farm system, Votto enjoyed his first full season in Cincinnati and had 24 homers and 84 runs batted in — totals unmatched by a Reds rookie in more than 50 years. Only 25, Votto is a professional hitter who uses the whole field and absolutely hammers fastballs, with a .382 average on the pitch, according to the Inside Edge scouting service. Over at third base, Edwin Encarnacion set a career high in homers, with 26 — but also in strikeouts, with 102. His average tumbled to .251, and against righthanders it was only .235. Encarnacion has improved defensively but is still considered below average at the position. With the farm system rich in prospects on the left side of the infield, Encarnacion needs a breakout season to prove his long-term value to the Reds. First-round first baseman Yonder Alonso, who trains with A-Rod, could make a splash in the bigs sooner than expected.

Middle infield

It's hard to find a second baseman as well-rounded as Phillips. In each of the last three seasons, Phillips has had at least 17 homers, 75 runs batted in and 23 steals. No other second baseman in baseball has matched those totals even once in that span. And Phillips can field, too; he has led NL second basemen in fielding percentage in each of the last two seasons. At full strength, his counterpart at shortstop, Alex Gonzalez, is also outstanding in the field. But Gonzalez missed all of last season (spring training, too) with a fractured left knee, and he has not played more than 111 games in a season since 2005. At age 32, he'll be looking to reestablish himself as a viable starter, and when he's healthy, he's reasonably productive for a shortstop, usually good for roughly 15 homers a season. The Reds re-signed utilityman Jerry Hairston in January. He could play everyday at short if Gonzalez isn't healthy.

Outfield

When the Rockies did not tender a contract to Willy Taveras, it got the Reds' attention, with good reason. At the time, Cincinnati had only three outfielders on its 40-man roster, and only one player with more than seven stolen bases last year. Taveras, who led baseball with 68 steals last season, jumped aboard for two years and $6.25 million and instantly changed the look of the offense in a big way. Taveras had the second-lowest OPS in baseball last season (.604, ahead of only Houston's Michael Bourn), but he was the starting center fielder on two of the last four NL champions — the 2005 Astros and the 2007 Rockies. Taveras will cover a lot of ground in the outfield, where he'll be flanked by Bruce in right and Chris Dickerson or Norris Hopper in left. Bruce was Baseball America's Minor League Player of the Year in 2007 for his power potential, strong defense and leadership qualities. He ended the season in a slump (.176 over his last 14 games), but at age 22 on Opening Day, Bruce justifiably excites the Reds for the future. Hopper can hit (.316 in almost 400 big league at-bats), but health is a question. Dickerson can run — like his cousin, the NFL Hall of Famer Eric Dickerson — but he needs to cut down on his strikeouts.

Catching

Ramon Hernandez couldn't do much to lift a young Orioles pitching staff in the rigorous AL East, but before that he guided strong staffs in Oakland and San Diego. Now there's a new challenge for Hernandez, who was acquired in a deal for Ryan Freel in December. He's already familiar with Harang, a former teammate with the A's, and he will provide a veteran's know-how to young starters Volquez and Cueto.

Bench

Hairston, assuming he isn't playing full time at short, can fill in just about everywhere on the diamond. He played 10 games or more in four different positions last year. Jeff Keppinger is another solid utilityman. Ryan Hanigan does seem to have promise as a backup to Hernandez who will not be a drop-off defensively. Jacque Jones and Daryle Ward signed minor league deals and are likely to make the roster coming out of spring training. Jones will be nice insurance if the youngsters in the outfield struggle. Ward is a proven bat off the bench, but doesn't offer much help in the field.

Management

Owner Bob Castellini wasted no time in firing general manager Wayne Krivsky last season, handing the job over to Walt Jocketty on April 23 after the Reds had started 9-12. Jocketty was the architect of the St. Louis Cardinals — the dominant team in the National League Central for most of this decade — and before that had helped build a winner in Oakland. Likewise, Baker had success with the Giants and the Cubs before coming to Cincinnati. Their first season together was a letdown, but with Baker signed through 2010 and Jocketty through 2011, they should have time to build a winner around the Reds' young core.

Difference maker

Rarely do players fall as quickly as Aaron Harang did last season. Harang was the only pitcher in baseball to win 16 games and record 200 strikeouts in both 2006 and 2007. But he fell apart in 2008. Harang missed almost four weeks with a strained right forearm in July and August, and his ERA rose after he returned. If Harang can return to form, the Reds have a solid trio atop their rotation with Edinson Volquez and Bronson Arroyo. If not, it could be another long season in Cincy.

Final analysis

The Reds are coming together, but at this point, their talent level is still not close to that of the division-rival Cubs. The rotation, particularly the formerly reliable Harang, must pitch to its potential for the Reds to take a step forward. Even if the starters improve and combine with the strong bullpen to form a stingy staff, the Reds still must get more offense from a team that hit just .247 last season, the lowest average in the league. The Reds could sneak into the wild card race, but that will only happen if every best-case scenario comes through — and that's probably asking too much.
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Arroyo strikes the right tone

Reds pitcher keeps guitar at hand to satisfy muse

By Doug Fernandes

Published: Sunday, March 15, 2009

For Bronson Arroyo, pressure isn't standing on a mound in front of 35,000 people watching baseball's unique confrontation of pitcher versus batter.

The Reds' right-hander always envisioned such a scenario, even as a young boy. Anxiety comes, Arroyo believes, from situations and encounters not expected.

But where he does feel knots commandeer his stomach is amid a much more intimate setting, perhaps before a crowd as small as 500, or even 10.

There, armed only with an acoustic guitar and his own voice, Arroyo bares his soul.

The feeling he gets rivals that generated by a three-hit shutout.

"I'm standing on this stage by myself in front of people who paid to come in and listen to this,'' he said, "and it's kind of mind-blowing, because it's something I cultivated out of nothing.''

Bronson Arroyo isn't the greatest guitar player who also happened to play big-league baseball. He gives that honor to former Yankee Bernie Williams, a classically-trained player.

"He's maybe the best guitar player who ever played the game,'' he said.

But Arroyo, 32, is good enough to have released his own CD in 2005, a debut project entitled Covering the Bases, a compilation of covers from bands such as Alice in Chains, Goo Goo Dolls, Pearl Jam and Stone Temple Pilots.

Good enough to have his own band and play offseason gigs in Cincinnati and around the New England area.

Good enough to entertain a roomful of players, teammates or strangers and not have them cover their ears.

"I never tried to learn notes or scales,'' he said. "I just said I want to play and sing songs around a campfire that I enjoy listening to.

"It took about a year before I could actually strum something from front to back and feel comfortable with it. Once you get all the chords down, it's like riding a bike. You never forget them and you learn song after song.

"For me, the fun part of it is not playing the guitar, it's the singing. By singing, I get out the frustration. To go home at night and just wail at the top of your lungs, that's good.''

Arroyo's guitar hero dreams started late, at age 23, in Class AA. A clubhouse attendant's acoustic version sparked his interest.

The team's general manager then gave Arroyo an old Yamaha model he wasn't using, "and from that day on, I honestly haven't been on more than one road trip since 1999 without a guitar.''

Except on the privacy of his boat, he hasn't performed in Sarasota, and don't expect Arroyo to strum and sing the National Anthem before the Reds' final spring game in Sarasota.

Last year, too much of the former brought on a mild case of carpal tunnel syndrome. Grudgingly, down went the pick.

Arroyo can't afford to give up his day job just yet, which he performed competently Saturday in a 3-1 loss to the Rays. Pitching 4 2/3 innings, Arroyo allowed four hits and three runs.

Once again he'll be called upon to win his 14-17 games for the Reds. And where and when he can, Arroyo will feed his other passion.

The one he doesn't see retiring.

"Music is always going to be a part of my life,'' he said.

In contest for retirees, Arizona bets on baseball

By Michael Pollick

Published: Sunday, March 15, 2009

In 1997, Jane Fuller and her friend, fellow Seattle Mariners fan Yvonne Johnson, planned a simple escape from Washington state's dreary winter weather: a drive to Arizona to see the sights and to catch a few games at their beloved team's new spring training home in the west Phoenix suburbs.

The friends' jaunt later resulted in Johnson's moving full-time to the Phoenix area and Fuller's becoming a property-owning snowbird there, inspired in no small way by their love of the game.

It is a scenario that Arizona developers hope will repeat itself, especially now that the state's Cactus League has grown as big as Florida's storied Grapefruit League.

With the departure of the Cincinnati Reds from Sarasota to Goodyear next spring, the score between the states will be 15-15. Momentum: Arizona.

But the struggle between the two large retirement magnets is one not just of pitching and peanut bags. It speaks to the pressure that other states are putting on Florida's dominance as retirees' default destination.

Though Arizona has a little more than one-third of the population of Florida, it attracted more than twice the number of 60-plus movers in 2007, according to one researcher's analysis of a new category of census data.

More importantly, those 22,000 people brought with them the power of what some baby boomer demographers refer to as the "mailbox economy" -- the fiscal muscle of steady pension and Social Security checks, savings accounts, inherited wealth, and even Medicare benefits. Baby boomers are the huge cohort of 76 million Americans born between 1946 and 1964.

The mailbox economy has been an enormous factor in building Florida's economy. But some experts say it is now under assault as other states compete aggressively -- and spend significantly more money -- for retirees while Florida seems to have taken its eye off the ball.

Arizona's promoters hope their state's baseball gamble turns into a triple play, changing the mental maps of snowbirds from the Midwest, the swing voters in the Arizona-Florida debate.

Reviving the cactus league

In the early '90s, Arizona's so-called Cactus League -- the small gaggle of seven big league baseball teams that did their spring training there -- was dying.

The momentum then belonged to Florida, whose Grapefruit League was gaining teams.

"We were really on the ropes," says Slade Mead, chairman of Arizona's baseball commission.

Mead credits a previous governor, Rose Mofford, for turning the tide. Mofford, a former athlete who had played competitive fast-pitch softball, became governor in February 1988 and ramrodded through the legislation that created a special tax on hotels and rental cars in Maricopa County for the specific purpose of building and renovating sports stadiums.

Maricopa County, with the Phoenix metro area at at its heart, is a political district bigger than New Jersey, and this one county accounts for two thirds of the population of the state of Arizona.

"Rose comes in, and puts together this package, which basically allowed Maricopa County to hit the tourist to pay for athletics facilities, with a hotel and car tax," Mead says. That made "big projects possible," including five stadiums and renovations of three others.

Next season, when the Reds abandon Sarasota to join the Cleveland Indians at Goodyear, there will be nine major league teams stationed on the west side of Phoenix.

Adding the teams based in central and eastern Maricopa County, there will be 13 camps next spring. Two more have stadiums in Tucson, 21/2 hours south.

For the teams, clustering in Maricopa means savings in travel time and lodging while fans have easier opportunities than in Florida to see their favorite teams.

"You can go to ten games at different stadiums that are no more than an hour away from each other," enthuses Larry Yount, a former pitcher turned Phoenix land developer.

Ohio's mental map

Grant Thrall, a University of Florida land economist, is convinced that user-friendly spring training could become a significant edge in attracting future retirees like Jane Fuller and Yvonne Johnson.

It is part of the "mental map" factor -- how people perceive space -- missed when economists do their normal studies on what effect baseball will have on a community. They typically only estimate potential revenue gains within a few miles, namely hotel and restaurant receipts.

"They miss the geography of it," says Thrall, keen on on the concept because he is a student of the economics of geography and because his own experience shows its importance.

If it were not for the Rose Bowl, Thrall's parents would not have migrated to Pasadena, Calif., from Ohio, and he would not have been born in Pasadena a few months later in June 1947.

The Rose Bowl was instigated and funded by Pasadena developers to take advantage of the post-World War II migration west.

"What the Rose Bowl did was put Pasadena, an unknown location for most Midwesterners, on the Midwesterners' map," Thrall says.

Like other Americans, the Thralls had gradually absorbed the newsreel message, which Thrall paraphrased: "You know it is nice here because you see scantily-clad women going down Colorado Boulevard, the main drag in Pasadena, which is Route 66. It is warm, we are all outside in short-sleeve shirts, and it's the first of January, and you're up to your knees in snow."

So, looking for a change, Thrall's father, a school supervisor in Ohio, tucked his family into the old Plymouth and coasted down Route 66, which, as the song notes, goes from Chicago to L.A. -- and right through Pasadena.

Once the senior Thrall arrived, he actually cruised Colorado Boulevard until he found a side street that looked interesting, turned onto it and found houses for sale.

"By having the bowl game in Pasadena, which was funded by various real estate developers, that then provided marvelous advertising to people in the Midwest to come to Pasadena," Thrall says.

Maricopa County is already playing its mental map strategy.

Starting next year, Ohio sportscasters will not be mentioning Florida much. Each of their teams will train in Goodyear, sharing the same stadium.

"You are going to see more and more TV broadcasts, especially with the January launch of the MLB Network," says Robert Brinton, president of the Cactus League, whose day job is promoting tourism in Mesa. "There is no doubt that if you're following a team here in spring training, this becomes a more desirable location. You start by coming down here and then sooner or later you buy a second home, a condo, or get into an RV park."

Brinton has a good trail of evidence to follow on those moves, which can be multi-generational. The Chicago Cubs have trained in Mesa continuously since 1979 and on and off since 1952.

Mailbox economy

Both Florida and Arizona, with their warmer climates and resort-like attributes, hope to gain an edge with the boomers by enticing them into establishing second homes and, eventually, into moving lock, stock and barrel, bringing their share of the mailbox economy.

"Before Arizona, you retired to Southern California," Thrall says. "By the time we get into the late '60s, the cost of housing is rising significantly in California and so the retirees moving from the colder parts of the western Midwest on up into Canada, they started going down to Arizona, which brought on the large developments there."

Now, the mailbox economy is picking up new currency, as other forms of economic recruitment falter along with the economy in general.

"I suspect there is going to be competition in the South about who can get the most retirees to come to their towns," says Dan Owens, publisher of Retirement Lifestyles magazine and director of the National Active Retirement Association. "It's going to change from 'Let's get the smokestacks to come to town' to 'Who can get the boomers?'"

In Goodyear, they get the mailbox economy.

The city's senior development manager, Barbra Coffee, frankly acknowledged that the new baseball complex -- two training camps and a stadium -- "is a strategy to gain attention nationwide."

"Our situation here in Goodyear is we have recruited two teams from Ohio, from the Midwest, and I think that maximizes our opportunity in that part of the country," Coffee says.

Based on a recent February afternoon stake-out at the new Goodyear stadium ticket booth, the strategy is working.

During the week before the first games were held, Fuller and Johnson -- the Washington state, Mariners-loving transplants -- chauffeured their new friend, Jo Ann Hermon of Indianapolis, around the west side, making stops at ticket booths at Peoria, Camelback Ranch and Goodyear.

Hermon, true to her mental map, follows two baseball teams: the Chicago Cubs and the Cincinnati Reds.

Without even leaving the west side of town, a quick drive from Sun City would take the trio to the training homes of eight teams. That includes plenty of opportunities to see the Cubs, even though their camp is on the east side of town, in Mesa.

"This is my first year of retirement, so I am getting introduced in my first year to all this excitement," Hermon says.

When she is in Phoenix, she lives on the same Sun City street as Johnson and Fuller.

Robson Communities, which is building the retirement community of Pebble Creek right up the street from the Goodyear sporting complex, is hoping to turn spring training into a marketing tool.

"Ohioans like Florida and Arizona already," says Steve Soriano, executive vice president of Robson, which has six retirement towns under construction in Arizona. "This will swing them a little more toward Arizona."

First, a recovery

Before Arizona can capitalize more on the mailbox economy, it must dig its way out of the doldrums plaguing it and other high-growth states.

"Every builder in the country is experiencing the same thing," says Ed Robson, Robson Communities' 78-year-old founder and chief executive. "There's been a lot of cancellations. People losing money in the stock market, they won't close on their home. So they'll walk away from $30,000, $40,000 deposits."

While no developer wants to see a sale fall through, Robson is turning his lemons into lemonade, using the unredeemed deposits to slash prices and move homes. "You don't want an empty house," he says.

On homes that fit that bill, "we can cut a $350,000 home down to probably $280,000, $270,000," Robson says.

He is not the only one who wants those Pebble Creek homes filled.

Estrella Crossing, a 35,000-square-foot adobe moderne strip mall across the highway from the Goodyear sports complex, stands in mute testimony to the problem.

A year old, the mall still has only one tenant. Dino Ambari moved here last year after 30 years as a restaurateur in New York and opened the Taste of Italy pizza and pasta shop.

"I came at the wrong time, I think," Ambari says. "The market was like crazy."

Still, he is making his way, with lunchtime clients that include scores of construction workers.

"It's gonna be good, because I'm the closest one," he says, gesturing toward the ball park on the other side of the highway. "I hope the baseball players come here, too."
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On Baseball: Arroyo integral to Cincy staff

By Art Davidson/Daily News staff

MetroWest Daily News

Posted Mar 14, 2009 @ 09:18 PM

Bronson Arroyo isn't happy that the Cincinnati Reds will be moving their spring training facilities from from Sarasota, Fla., to Goodyear, Ariz., next year. The flamboyant hurler has a unique living arrangement in Florida.

"I live on a boat during spring training," said Arroyo. "Most of our guys are happy about going to Arizona, but I grew up in Florida. I keep telling people that I'm going to get a camel when we move to Arizona."

Arroyo is an important element in an underrated Reds starting rotation. In his third season with Cincinnati, the former Red Sox hurler compiled a 15-11 record with a 4.77 earned run average last year.

Cincinnati's staff is headlined by Edinson Volquez, who was 17-6 last year for a team that was only 74-88. If the Reds are going to improve upon their fifth-place finish under second-year manager Dusty Baker they will need Aaron Harang to turn around last season's 6-17 record.

"I was talking to Dusty Baker about (Harang) recently. I really believe he's our No. 1 starter," said Arroyo. "He possesses a considerable amount of ability. He had a lot of bad luck last year. Everything seemed to go against him. I had the same type of season the previous year (9-15)."

The youthful Reds have gotten even younger. Adam Dunn was traded to Arizona during last season and is now performing for Washington. Ken Griffey Jr. left Cincinnati during the winter to return to Seattle.

"The atmosphere on our team is a lot like that of a college team," said Arroyo, who was named by his parents after actor Charles Bronson. "The guys are very enthusiastic, even though it's still spring training. A lot of the players are fighting for jobs, which has made it an interesting camp.

"We have some very talented players. A lot of people aren't aware yet just how good someone like (first baseman) Joey Votto is."

In his first full major league season, Votto batted .297 with 24 home runs and 84 RBI. He returned to the Reds last week after playing for Canada in the World Baseball Classic.

"Because of our pitching I think we have a chance to challenge the Cubs in our division," said the 31-year-old Arroyo. "It's understandable why most people would consider the Cubs the team to beat again in the Central Division. And we have the Brewers in our division, who were the wild-card team last year. I think, though, we can surprise some people."

Arroyo will always remember his tenure with the Red Sox with fondness. The guitar-playing musician returns to Boston at least once each winter to perform.

"Playing for the Red Sox is like performing in a rock show every night," said Arroyo. "Fenway Park is packed for every game. The fans are really into it and want the Red Sox to win every game. There is a huge media presence for each game.

"Getting to play in that environment made me a better pitcher. I got the opportunity to pitch in the playoffs with the Red Sox and be part of a team that won the World Series.

"In Cincinnati it's different. It's a city with a great baseball tradition, but it isn't as intense as it is in Boston. I think it would be a lot of fun in Cincinnati if we got to the playoffs."

Once his baseball career is over, Arroyo might focus on music full-time. He has already released one CD, which sold well, especially in New England.

"I enjoy playing the guitar, but baseball pays a lot better than my music career does," said Arroyo with a chuckle. "Playing the guitar helps me unwind. The later it gets, the better I sound. At 3 a.m. I think I'm very good."

TRANSACTIONS

March 15, 2009

Saturday's Sports Transactions

Yesterday's transactions

BASEBALL

American League

BALTIMORE ORIOLES-Sent RHP Chris Tillman, RHP Jake Arrieta, RHP Fredy Deza, RHP Ryan Keefer, LHP Brian Matusz, RHP Chorye Spoon, RHP David Hernandez, RHP Jim Hoey, LHP Troy Patton, C Jose Reyes, C Adam Donachie and INF Craig Brazell to their minor league camp.

KANSAS CITY ROYALS-Optioned RHP Carlo Rosa and INF Tug Hulett to Omaha (PCL) and INF Mario Lisson to Arkansas (Texas). Assigned OF Derrick Robinson, INF Cory Smith and C Sumoi to their minor league camp.

NEW YORK YANKEES-Assigned LHP Michael Dunn, C Austin Romine and OF Colin Curtis to their minor league camp.

National League

NEW YORK METS-Claimed RHP Fernando Nieve off waivers from Houston (NL).

ST. LOUIS CARDINALS-Optioned INF Jarrett Hoffpauir and OF Nick Stavinoha to Memphis (PCL).

SAN DIEGO PADRES-Agreed to terms with OF Chris Snelling on a minor league contract.







