2003 Season Preview
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The Yankees are sending their multimillion dollar offseason acquisition to the bullpen while the Brewers are trying to figure out how to avoid an 11th straight losing season.  That can only mean one thing:  the beginning of the baseball season.  Go grab your mitt out of the garage and throw the ball around, but first check out The Commish's predictions for the upcoming year:
AL East

New York
hard to argue against all that money, talent, and success

Boston
enough hitting but a little shallow in the rotation to keep up with New York

Toronto
making progress, but stuck in the middle again

Baltimore
young and better than Tampa Bay is all we can say

Tampa Bay
Piniella dealing with all the inexperience and losses will make for a long season

AL Central

Minnesota
know how to win and have an unspectacular but deep rotation

Chicago
close, but the good hitting won't always make up for the poor defense

Cleveland
the best of this sorry group of 3 bottom dwellers thanks to some impressive prospects

Detroit
somebody has to come in fourth

Kansas City
not one recognizable pitcher on the team

AL West

Oakland
great pitching, powerful infield, and defensive outfield should spell success

Anaheim
same team as last year but hard to pick them ahead of Oakland's staff

Seattle
their rotation doesn't scare many teams and the hitters are getting older

Texas
Schowalter will make them better than last year, but still last in this tough group

NL East

Atlanta
potent outfield and remade rotation should be enough for another division title

Philadelphia
will provide a serious threat to Atlanta, but young pitching and Bowa's outbursts will shortchange them

Florida
the surprise team as Pudge adjusts well and the young talent blossoms under easygoing Torborg

Montreal
too much talent to finish last

New York
another disappointment as Glavine and Floyd arrive a couple years late

NL Central

St. Louis
well rounded team that can overcome diversity over the course of a season

Houston
new additions should help them contend

Cincinnati
too many question marks in the rotation

Pittsburgh
should build on their 72 wins last year

Chicago
their staff can't compensate for their miserable lineup

Milwaukee
new stadium didn't help the team on the field

NL West
Arizona
with Johnson-Schilling, losing streaks are nonexistent
Los Angeles
92 wins last year and a healthier Kevin Brown this year
San Francisco
lost more than they gained in the offseason
Colorado
must figure out a way to win on the road
San Diego
lousy, but the youth provides an optimistic future
AL Playoff teams:  New York, Minnesota, Oakland, and Boston
ALCS:  Boston over Minnesota
NL Playoff teams:  Atlanta, St. Louis, Arizona, and Los Angeles
NLCS:  Arizona over St. Louis
World Series:  Boston over Arizona
Boston may not have the overall team to overtake the Yankees in the regular season, but when the playoffs begin, you can throw away your 4th and 5th starters.  Pedro and Lowe can match up with any team's top 2, and in the World Series, they should be able to neutralize the aging Johnson and Schilling while the Red Sox's potent offense provides the edge and their first World Series crown since 1918.
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The eternal struggle.  The tug of war where the rope never moves.  The traffic jam too crowded to go forward but too far in to turn around.  The A.L. East.  The standings in this division haven't changed since Theo Epstein was nursing.  Ok, it hasn't been that long, but the Marlins won the World Series the last year that any team in the A.L. East changed positions.
Well, Florida will not be going to the World Series this year, and the standings will not be changing in the East.  Boston has put together a solid club (one that may even win the World Series), but over the course of an entire season, New York's $150 million has given them unmatched pitching depth.  The staff of Clemens, Mussina, etc. may be getting older, but Steinbrenner has Hitchcock and Contreras on the backburner to smooth over any bumps in the road the Yankees may face during the year.  If Boston loses Martinez or Lowe for any length of time, it will be too hard to catch up.  John Burkett and Casey Fossum are not David Wells and Jeff Weaver.
Toronto has made positive steps over the years and Roy Halladay looks like a legitimate star, but the talent just isn't as heavy as Boston or New York.  In Baltimore, they have a decent combination of young and veteran pitchers, but their lineup is filled with castaways and young players with no power.  Scoring runs will be a problem and the pitching will be serviceable, but not good enough to bail them out every time.
Rounding out the East are the woeful Devil Rays.  Tampa Bay has an average core of hitters, but there are just too many unproven players on the roster to make a dent in the standings.  Piniella is not the most patient manager in the league, and he will likely be pulling his hair out when he stares at the name of his starting pitcher on a daily basis.  It could get ugly when summer rolls around.
AL CENTRAL
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The Central is a two team race but the choice is not a tough one.  Minnesota's experience gives them the edge, though, as Chicago fights to close the gap by adding Bartolo Colon.  The Twins haven't had any major losses and finished 2002 strong by knocking off the A's in the playoffs, so the White Sox will need to do more than just add a pitcher if they want to make up the 13 1/2 games they finished behind the Twins last year.  There are few holes in the Twins lineup (need for more power?) and they play outstanding defense while the White Sox are inexperienced at 2B and 3B and are less than stellar defensively.  Luckily for the Pale Hose, 3 of the worst teams in baseball play in the A.L. Central, so if they focus on beating up on the downtrodden, they can worry about handling the Twins in the playoffs as they sneak in as a wildcard.
In Cleveland, there's a lot of excitement over the young talent.  The only problem?  There's nothing else.  Thome's gone, and Jason Bere (1-10 with the Cubs last year) is the number 2 starter.  Yikes.  It should be a season of streaks as the Indians learn on the job, occasionally putting together flashes of the future.  Detroit may have less talent than Kansas City, but the organization seems a little more stable, which should translate in the standings.  The Tigers have good options at the closer position and the rotation is filled with some potential arms while Steve Sparks, a knuckleballer, figures to eat up innings either as the fifth starter or in a middle relief role.  Having a guy in the bullpen that you know can't get overworked could be a nice security blanket for first year manager Alan Trammell.  Detroit's lineup lacks just about everything, and bringing the fences in this year can only hurt their chances.
Kansas City has a couple All-Star caliber players in their lineup, but the chances of them finishing the season with the Royals is slim to none.  Their closer (MacDougal) hasn't saved a major league game, half of the rotation should still be learning in the minor leagues, and they lost 100 games last year.  Don't look for this team to improve on that record, especially with the White Sox improved from last year.
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Without question, the A.L. West is the hardest division to predict.  Oakland, Anaheim, and Seattle are all playoff worthy, but because they play a large portion of their games against each other, it's likely that only one team will make the postseason.  My pick this year is Oakland because when in doubt, go with the pitching.  You can't argue with a starting three of Zito, Hudson, and Mulder.  When different writers and publications predict the Cy Young winner and THREE of your starters are named, you know you've got a good team.  Throw in the best left side of the infield in baseball (Tejada and Chavez), and it's tough to pick against the A's.
It's not easy picking against the World Series champs, especially when they essentially kept the team intact, but the Angels did play their best baseball in the playoffs.  The rookies played at a level higher than anyone's expectations, and it's just unreasonable to foresee Lackey, Rodriguez, and the rest of the crew to perform like that over a 162 game season.  They will fall just short of Oakland, but the abundant hitting will put them ahead of Seattle.
The Mariners have won more than 200 games over the past 2 years, but their rotation doesn't compare to Oakland and their lineup falls way short of Anaheim's potent offense.  A new manager shouldn't hurt the Mariners because skipper Bob Melvin has been with the organization for a while, but they just don't have the fire power to compete in the toughest division in baseball.
Stuck in last place, but slowly gaining on the leaders, is the Texas Rangers.  The lineup is downright impressive, and they are deep enough to platoon at several positions.  Showalter has a remarkable record of turning teams into winners, and the bullpen is much improved.  The big "if" with Texas, though, is the rotation, and nobody is talking about any young arms to rescue them in the near future.  If they can rebuild the staff without sacrificing much from the major league level, they will be competitive, but for now, the Rangers are stuck with their staff and stuck in last place.
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Philadelphia did everything possible to make a run at Atlanta this year and it just might pay off.  Stealing Millwood and acquiring Thome and David Bell make the Phillies an instant contender.  However, 11 straight division titles don't happen on accident.  Despite losing Glavine to free agency, the Braves have rebuilt their staff with quality arms and still have Maddux to anchor the rotation when the going gets tough.  Their pitching is certainly not what it used to be, but with Sheffield, Jones, and Jones in the outfield, the Braves can finally outscore the opposition once in a while.  Besides Andruw Jones, defense is always a question mark, but the nod has to go to the Braves because of the experience factor.
The next 3 teams are capable of finishing in any order, but I feel the Marlins have the best shot at third place.  Pudge Rodriguez may be getting up in years, but he is still a major acquisition for Florida and will help the team at the plate and behind it (although some Marlins' pitchers are already questioning his game calling).  Florida doesn't possess a lot of pop at the plate, but the have players who will wreak havoc on the basepaths and find ways to score.  If Burnett and Beckett keep themselves healthy, the rest of the rotation and the eventual promotion of Spooneybarger to closer will keep them in the hunt most of the way.
A lot of nagging injuries on Montreal's pitching staff will keep this team in the lower tier of the East.  Talent abounds in the lineup with Vladimir Guerrero solidifying the middle of the order, but there are too many question marks to pose a serious threat.  Can Jeff Liefer have success as an everyday player?  Will Endy Chavez or Jose Macias make an impact in center field?  Will they be able to get through a season with a healing Scott Stewart as their closer?  Will the Hernandez brothers care enough to carry the load for this team?
Rounding out the East is the always spending New York Mets.  They may have landed Glavine for the front of the rotation, but the fact that David Cone is trying to win the fifth starter spot doesn't speak well for the back end of the rotation.  Throw in an injured Astacio and an overrated Steve Trachsel and you've got the makings of a last place season.  Half of the hitters are threatening, but having Burnitz, Sanchez, Wigginton (?), and Cedeno in the lineup puts a lot of pressure on Alomar and Mo Vaughn to improve drastically on last year.  The relief corps is stable, but will the game matter when they come in to pitch?
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Injuries might force St. Louis out of first, but they have rebounded from worse cases in the past and come out on top.  The front half of the Cardinals' rotation is solid, but the rest is questionable.  What separates them from the rest of the Central is the strong, versatile lineup.  With guys like Marrero and Pujols available to play several different positions, the Cards should be able to withstand the likely injuries which occur throughout the season.  Houston has the pitching and a new bat in Kent to contend for the title, but they lack the depth to compete with St. Louis the whole way.
Also just a couple players short of a division leading team is Cincinnati.  If Griffey returns to form, their lineup will be dangerous from top to bottom and they should be able to outscore some teams regardless of their pitching.  Over time, though, the lack of a true number one starter will catch up to them and they won't be able to win the close games when the hitting is slumping.  They should still finish ahead of the Pirates, though.  Pittsburgh won 72 games last year, added some veteran pitching in the offseason and got back ace Kris Benson from injury.  On the offensive side, they added 2 of the 3 outfielders from last year's Giants' squad that went to the World Series.  Of course, the third outfielder that stayed in San Francisco had a lot to do with that, but having Lofton in center with Sanders in right is a marked improvement on moving Giles over to center while guys like Matt Stairs and Craig Wilson platoon in right.  The Pirates are headed in the right direction - north in the standings.
Right behind the Pirates will be Chicago.  Jayson Stark of ESPN must be getting free newspapers for his whole family from the Chicago Tribune company to suggest that the Cubs have everything in place to win the division this year.  In the offseason, they took a team 28 games under .500 and added some middle relief help and a serviceable catcher.  Wood, Prior, and Clement are a nice trio to build a rotation around, but overpaid Grudzielanek, unproven Hee Sop Choi, past his prime Alou, and average Alex Gonzalez are not the guys you want to fill a lineup card.  New manager Dusty Baker plans on resting Sosa more than his predecessors.  That will change.  When the Cubs get shut out on Sosa's first day off, he'll be in the lineup to stay.  The pitching could carry this squad to a third place finish, but I've learned never to overestimate to potential of the North Siders.  I will safely say that the Cubs will finish ahead of the lowly Brewers, however.
Milwaukee got a new ballpark a couple years ago.  Now if only they could replace the team.  The Brewers have some power and speed in their lineup and will be able to score runs, but the whole team is filled with players who can't finish a season without getting hurt, and this is not a deep team.  Sanchez, Hammonds, Sheets, and Ritchie are all key components for this club to succeed, but they also can not be counted on to stay healthy.  Where does that leave Milwaukee?  Last in the Central, but playing in a nice ballpark.
NL WEST

March 26, 2003
With the additions made by Philadelphia and Houston, the N.L. West hasn't received much publicity, but the top three teams might just be the three best in the National League.  The nod has to go to Arizona because they are still the only team that has two pitchers who can absolutely dominate a game each time they toe the rubber.  Dessens and Byung-Hyun Kim are decent options lower in the rotation, making it real difficult for the Diamondbacks to suffer any slump of longer than three games.  Los Angeles is closing the gap, but they are still prone to losing their big names to injury.  If you could guarantee a healthy, full season from Brian Jordan and Kevin Brown, then I would pick Los Angeles to win the division.  That's a big "if," though, and one that hasn't happened in quite a few years.  Nevertheless, the Dodgers have an impressive rotation of experienced but not ancient hurlers and one of the best closers in the game (Gagne).  The lineup is well balanced between speed and power, with LoDuca added some offense at an unlikely position.  If McGriff can hit 25 HRs and 90 RBIs in the middle of the lineup to take pressure off of Shawn Green, the Dodgers just might have a shot at knocking off Arizona.
San Francisco almost won it all, but then overhauled the team and it will probably cost them.  Even though they added some talent (Durham, Alfonzo, Cruz, Moss), they lost their best protection for Barry Bonds in Jeff Kent.  This is still a very good team that can make some noise, but it's never easy to stay on top after making so many changes.   The rotation is solid and Nen is as reliable as anyone (although suffering a nagging injury right now), but the Dodgers have a slight edge in both categories and should edge the Giants out.
Home cooking is enjoyed more by Colorado than just about any team in the league.  Unfortunately for the Rockies, they still have to play half of their games on the road which is where they get into trouble (26-55 last year).  This year's lineup will be downright scary in Colorado, and should be able to hold their own in any ballpark.  Charles Johnson, Jose Hernandez, and Preston Wilson are all offensive improvements compared to last year's players at those positions.  The pitching staff is anchored by young Jason Jennings, but does have veteran lefty Denny Neagle present to balance things out.  Jimenez is underrated as a closer, and the Rockies could really surprise people this year if they didn't have two major things against them:  they play an imbalanced schedule and reside in the difficult N.L. West, and while their hitters get to boost their stats in the Colorado air, the pitchers still have to throw in it, and opposing teams just lick their chops at a chance to boost their stats when they visit the Rockies.
Bringing up the rear is San Diego.  With Hoffman out for at least half the year and Nevin out for the season, this team has nowhere to go but down.  A much heralded and exciting young staff won't be able to shoulder the load for a lineup that may have Mark Kotsay batting third.  The Padres have some upside, but it just won't be seen this year.
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