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Prices for pitchers soar
BY JOHN PERROTTO
THE SPORTS XCHANGE

NASHVILLE, Tennessee
— It was barely more than
five weeks ago that the Kan-
sas City
Royals fin-
ished off the
New York
Mets in the World Series, and
all the talk was how the key to
success in baseball was
spending less money instead
of more.

Indeed, the Royals’ payroll
at the end of the season — as
determined by Major League
Baseball for luxury-tax pur-
poses — was $128 million,
which ranked 13th among the
30 teams. The Mets, despite
playing in the nation’s largest
market, were 19th at $110 mil-
lion.

Well, that has sure changed
in a hurry. Major league
teams have already spent
over a billion dollars — that’s
billion with a “b” — on pitch-
ers in free agency this winter.

The Boston Red Sox signed
left-hander David Price to a
seven-year, $217 million con-
tract lastweekend.Right-hand-
er Zack Greinke signed a six-
year, $206.5 million deal with
the Arizona Diamondbacks in
which the average annual
value of $34.4 million is an all-
time high for the sport.

The Diamondbacks
haven’t been big spenders
since Jerry Colangelo owned
the team, signed Randy John-
son as a free agent and traded
for Curt Schilling, then
watched the two pitchers lead
the franchise to its lone World
Series title in 2001.

“It’s the cost of doing busi-
ness,” Diamondbacks chief
baseball officer Tony La
Russa told The Sports
Xchange at baseball’s Winter
Meetings. “Ideally, you’d like
to build your entire team
from within and try to win
with a low payroll. It doesn’t
always work that way. We felt
we needed that No. 1 starting
pitcher to truly be a contend-
er, and the easiest way to get
one was in free agency rather
than having to give up a lot in
trade.

“We made a move that we
felt was right for our organi-
zation.”

The Red Sox say they did
the same thing in the case of
Price.

Left-hander Jon Lester
wanted to return to Boston
last winter in free agency, but
owner John Henry had gen-
eral manager Ben Cherington
eventually drew the line. The
Chicago Cubs outbid the Red
Sox, giving Lester six years
and $155 million.

However, Henry hired for-
mer Detroit Tigers president
of baseball operations Dave
Dombrowski for the same job
in August to oversee the Red
Sox’s baseball operations.
Dombrowski convinced
Henry that Price was indeed
worthy of meeting a lofty ask-
ing price.

“You are talking about one
of the premier pitchers in the
game, someone who is a No. 1
starter, someone who is also
an unbelievable teammate
and a great influence off the
field,” Dombrowski said.
“You’re paying for a special
player, a special individual.”

Of course, much as high
tides lift all boats, big con-
tracts lift all contracts.

The San Francisco Giants
signed right-hander Jeff Sa-
mardzija to a five-year, $90
million contract even though
he was 11-13 with an unsight-
ly 4.96 ERA for the Chicago
White Sox last season. Sa-
mardzija, 30, never won in
double digits before and is at
an age where he seemingly
would be ready for his decline
phase.

Even left-hander J.A.
Happ, the epitome of a league-
average starting pitcher, got

three years and $36 million
from the Toronto Blue Jays
last month as the first free
agent starter off the board.

Happ went 7-2 with a 1.85
ERA in 11 starts for the Pi-
rates, a franchise that has
made three consecutive post-
season appearances on a
small budget. However, Pitts-
burgh got blown out of the
bidding for Happ by the Blue
Jays.

“I think the market has
taken off even more than
most people could have ex-
pected,” Pirates GM Neal
Huntington said. “It’s tough
right now, and eventually
there will be some bargains.
It’s just tough to be patient
and wait for that to happen
when you see so many pitch-
ers being signed.”

The free agent market for
hitters hasn’t moved much
yet, but the Cubs made the
first strike when they signed
super utility infielder Ben Zo-
brist to a four-year, $56 mil-
lion contract Tuesday.

Considering Zobrist got
that kind of payday at 34 and
has never hit more than 20
home runs in a season, slug-
gers such as first baseman
Chris Davis and outfielders
Jason Heyward and Justin
Upton should soon be cashing
in.

San Diego Padres GM A.J.
Preller knows that his team
has no chance of re-signing
Upton as a free agent after ac-
quiring him from the Atlanta
Braves last offseason in a
failed attempt to contend in
the NL West in 2015. However,
Preller is not discouraged.
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The Toronto Blue Jays’ David Price pitches against the
Kansas City Royals during Game 2 of the ALCS at Kauff-
man Stadium in Kansas City in October.


