TOOMm only 15 \t,‘go to school and

BASEBALL

VERYONE HAS A STORY ABOUT WHAT
happened to his childhood bascball-
card collection. Mine involves sever-
al thousand cards from the "60s, live

dollars and a yard sale. ‘That's about all
you really want to know. But for a long
time—al lcast until the day 1 realized that
had I kept my cards, I could now make a
down payment on the purchase of a South
Sca island—I didn’t miss them.

Strat-0-Matic Fanatic

Lor nearly 30 years the best-known baseball board game has

held the awthor in thrall ‘ hy BRUCE HERMAN

are revised cach year by the Strat-O-Ma-
tic Game Co., which has made Strat-O-
Matic since 19601. The game has become
more sophisticated over the years (and a
bit more expensive: 1 paid $10 for my first
sel; the current version sclls for $37), but
the basic rules are the same: You roll the
dice, then consult the appropriate play-
cr's card, which is customized to reflect

me. [ couldn’t be bothered playing against
[riends, who rarely understood when to
bring the inficld in or who didn’t grasp the
benelit of having a good bunter batting
sccond in the order. But in 1972, when [
was 18, I discovered play-by-mail leagucs,
two of which I participate in to this day. In
these leagues geographically dispersed
“general managers” dralt their teams
player by player. The idea then is to

Somewhere along the way 1 had
forgotten the romance ol having
Clete Boyer [luttering away in the
spokes of my Schwinn. Besides, 1
had found something better.

1 remember the ad in the 1964
Street & Smith's Baseball Annual. |
was only 10, but I wanted to play
“thrilling, exciting bascball with
Strat-O-Matic,” as the ad copy de-
scribed the board game. I craved
players who “perform according to
their actual abilities.” I hungered
1o have “rcal control over all Major
League players.” You couldn’t do
these things with bascball cards.

From the day the game arr 1V(,d at
our ho_use in Jjim Thor pe, Pa., my
life"was " néy er, ‘the" ame llldl my

w(\lnh My Mother the Car on T'V.
When forced (o visit relatives, |
packed up Strat-O-Matic and ook
it with me. When my little cousins
came calling, 1 hid it lest they find
and swallow my dice. And surc
cnough (with'the exception of one
aberrant” no-hitters by.-a - Met - pitcher
named::Buzz..Capra),. the . players per-
formed“according;to. their actual abili-
ties” 1 played game ¢ after game, season al-
ler: sei\sbj_x;:reyjsil1g‘ aljshcs on loose-leaf
paper.until’my‘eraset riibbed thiough to
the other side. And I've never stopped.
Even now, the game is still played on a
stifl cardboard ficld—no electronic giz-
mos or (lashing lights—with three dice
and a set of 520 active-player cards (hat

the player’s actual abilitics, to determine
the result of the play. Additional referrals
to charts may be required, but the ele-
gance of Strat-O-Matic has always been in
its cards.

Unlike the back of a bubble-gum card,’

which merely tells you what ias happened
to a player, Strat cards, replete with the
possibilities of grand slams and triple
plays, tell you what can happen.
Strat-O-Matic was a solitary pursuit for

simulate general managership and
managership ol your franchise.
You keep the same players [rom
year (o year, except for whatever
changes your roster may undergo
duc to player attrition, trades or
the drafting ol rookics.

Scasons consist of 162 games, in
cqual numbers home and away.
FFor road games you must put to-
gether a complex set of instructions
1o be used by the home manager in
running your team. My instruc-
tions, for example, check inat more -
than 2,000 words; they tell my op-
p()ncnl—hml to do such things as

“sacrificc with Jody Reed versus
Tefthanded pitchers il it is the sev-
cnth inning or carlicr and I am not
losing by three or more runs and
there is a lone runner on first with
less than two outs, or there are run-
ners on first and second only with
no outs.” Game results are then ex-
changed and sent to league report-
crs and statisticians, who put oul
periodic newsletters. ‘The culmina-
tion, after six months, is a lcague champi-
onship serics.

One of my tcams, the Tampa Beowull(s,
opened its title defense in March in a
home serics against the up-and-coming
Olde York Yankees. In a sentimental
move I sent Nolan Ryan to the mound on
Opening Day. The Wulls scored some
carly runs, and Ryan was cruising. By the

end of the sixth inning, I realized that all
the Yank base runners had gotten aboard



by walks and an crror. Ryan had a no-hit-
ter going. BEvery superstition  possible
raced through my mind: Should I not
touch Ryan's card? Should T uncross my
legs? Play faster? Play slower?

Let me point out here that outsiders
should never, ever compare us Strat-O-
Matic play-by-mailers with fantasy-lcague
drones, the quiche eaters of bascball gam-
ing fans. They read box scores; we man-
age baseball teams. And 1, for one, would
rather have Herve Villachaize recite cen-
sus data into my ear than listen to some
lawyer pontificate about why Gary Var-
sho was a real bargain at §15.

A good Strat mail lcague is the

a mechanical monkey for rolling. (I un-
derstand — this, Sonmctimes  during
team slumps I would resort to storing my
dice in the freczer. Bventually T started
playing my games on a computer.)

Bascball broadcasters scem (o have a
particular aflinity for the game. NBC’s
Bob Costas admits that he and an old
childhood buddy still spread the cards out
on the floor and play when they get to-
gether. Jon Miller, ESPN’s Iead play-by-
play man, remembers that he was
stretched out playing Strat in front of his
TV when he saw Jack Ruby shoot Lee
Harvey Oswald.

L00.

I refer to a certain predictability in the
unpredictability of  Strat-O-Matic  that
would be welcomed in the real world. Be-
fore every play you have a rough idea of
the chances that a given cvent will occur.
Thus | was fully cognizant of the enor-
mous odds against Ryan’s completing

“that Opening Day no-hitter.

Nevertheless, as he set down the side in
order in the seventh and cighth, Trecalled
another particularly harrowing confron-
tation with probability. In 1979 1 had Ce-
sar Geronimo, the outstanding center-
ficlder of the Cincinnati Reds, on my
tcam. Ile played the first 114 games of
the season for me without a miscue.

Mensa ol the baseball game world. A
league generally includes folks who
have little in common save intelli-
genee and a rare aflection for and
understanding of the game ol basc-
ball. ‘The league 1 run, TRACBAL,
includes a nationally known bascball
journalist, a professional storytcller,
a Canadian social worker and the ex-

ceutive director of the Pennsylvania 'L__Iil“m,'

- . \ no il a1

Turnpike Commission. »‘.Lmﬂ&'{" £
Strat is an undeniable priority in Tt Ak AL

these persons’ lives. To play in a sin-
gle league requires hundreds of
hours of work each year. My wife
says that I'm missing major scgments
of humanhood and that my lile
would be profoundly enriched if |
gave up Strat-O-Matic.

Strat players are frequently misun-
derstood, tossed thoughtlessly into
some geeky social serap heap ol com-
puter nerds and Trekkies. Some very
respectable people are hooked by
Strat-O-Matic, but many arc aliaid
1o go public. “I feel like Tshould have
that blue dot that CNN uses forits trials
over my face when 1 talk about Strat,”
says Dan Patrick, cohost of ESPN's Sport-
Center and a longlime player. As a kid

Patrick had to decal with maternal re-
proach [or his endless hours of dice roll-
ing. “ ‘Bul Mom, it's only Strat-O," I'd say.
IUs not like I'd come home and have
Strat-O on my breath,” he says.

Yatrick, in fact, plays almost daily with
Baseball Tonight host Gary Miller. Like so
many of us, Miller carries dice with him
everywhere he goes, as il they were amu-
lets dredged up from the Fountain of
Youth. At critical junctures of his games
against Patrick, he hands the dice over to
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dven real ballplayers roll the  dice.
Cleveland Indian pitcher Denis Boucher
was so anxious (o get his 1992 cards that
e drove the nearly 300 miles from Mon-
treal o Strat-O-Matic company head-

quarters, in Glen Ilcad, N.Y., to buy
them. And former Atlanta Brave pitcher
Tony Brizzolara was once accused by a
member of his Strat league of intentional-
ly serving gopher balls to the Cubs” Ron
Cey and the Astros’ Jose Cruz because he
had them on his team.

Much has been wrilten about how
baseball imitates  life.  Strat-O-Matic
has more to do with how one wishes lilc

were.

“I'hen in a single game he made four
errors in the space of 12 plays. Ac-
cording to his Strat ficlding rating, 1
caleulated that the chances ol this
transpiring were something like 1 in
21.98 billion.

That’s about as likely as my hitting
the state Jottery cvery week this
month or Hector Villanueva's being
chosen the next Supreme Court jus-
tice. Of those three events, 1 would
take the lottery to come (hrough.
Still, how many people are fortunate
cnough to have a [-in-21.98-billion
shot of anything happening to them?

I knew that despite his spate of
palles, at the end of the scason Ge-
ronimo would most likely have han-
dled 99% ol his chances flawlessly,
according to his actual ability. Il
only cverything in real life were 50
predictable.

This scductive symmetry is a big
partof the reason why Tcan’t give up
Stral-O-Matic. I've tricd: I quit one
lcague; I relinquished some adminis-
trative dutics in another; I've explored
other hobbies. 1 even tricd bascball cards
again for a while.

Ryan, by the way, got that no-hitter. Al-
terward 1 held his Strat-O-Matic card in
my hand and stared atitas il 1 had been
allowed to touch the Dead Sca Scrolls
and, though I couldn’t understand them,
had sensed their importance.

It occurred to me that someone, some-
where, probably has my old bascball
cards. e probably thinks, mistakenly,
that he stole my childhood. L

Bruce Herman is a fice-lance sportswriter and
editorwho lives in St. Petershuig, Ila.



