
The Year of the Pitcher: A Historical Look at
an Unprecedented Era

The 1968 baseball season, known as the "Year of the Pitcher," stands as a
remarkable anomaly in the sport's history. It was marked by an
extraordinary dominance of pitchers over hitters, leading to record-low
team batting averages and a plethora of stellar pitching performances. This
article delves into the factors that contributed to this unprecedented era, its
significant figures, and the lasting impact it had on baseball.
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Factors Contributing to the Year of the Pitcher

Mound Modifications: The height of the pitching mound was lowered from
15 inches to 10 inches in 1969, causing a significant shift in the balance of
power between pitchers and hitters. The lowered mound made it more
difficult for hitters to generate power and forced them to swing more level.

Expanded Strike Zone: The strike zone was expanded in 1968, favoring
pitchers by increasing the area in which a pitch could be called a strike.
This change made it easier for pitchers to strike out batters and limit walks.

Improved Pitching Mechanics: Advances in pitching mechanics and
training methods, such as emphasis on power and control, resulted in
pitchers throwing with greater velocity and accuracy. The emergence of
specialized pitching coaches further enhanced pitcher development.
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Defensive Shifts: The implementation of defensive shifts, particularly
outfield alignments, played a significant role in suppressing hitters. Teams
shifted their outfielders towards the right side of the field, making it more
difficult for left-handed batters to pull the ball for hits.

Key Figures of the Year of the Pitcher

Bob Gibson: The St. Louis Cardinals ace won a remarkable 22 games in
1968, posting a 1.12 ERA and striking out 268 batters. Gibson won the
National League Triple Crown and Cy Young Award.

Denny McLain: The Detroit Tigers' fireballer won 31 games, becoming the
first American League pitcher to reach that milestone since Dizzy Dean in
1934. McLain also won the AL Triple Crown, Cy Young Award, and AL MVP
Award.

Juan Marichal: The San Francisco Giants' right-hander had a brilliant
season, winning 26 games and finishing with a 2.43 ERA. Marichal's
arsenal of pitches, including his signature changeup, kept opposing hitters
off balance.

Tom Seaver: The New York Mets' young star emerged as a force in 1968,
winning 16 games and striking out 254 batters. Seaver's dominance
foreshadowed a Hall of Fame career.

Impact on the Game

The Year of the Pitcher had a profound impact on the way the game was
played and perceived. It forced hitters to adapt their approach and
emphasized the importance of pitching in winning. The low offensive output



also sparked discussions about the need for rule changes to improve
offense.

One significant outcome was the adoption of the designated hitter rule in
the American League in 1973. This change removed pitchers from the
batting order, further reducing offensive production.

The Year of the Pitcher was a unique and unforgettable chapter in baseball
history. The combination of mound modifications, strike zone expansion,
improved pitching techniques, and defensive shifts created an
unprecedented era of pitching dominance. The stellar performances of Bob
Gibson, Denny McLain, Juan Marichal, and Tom Seaver remain etched in
baseball lore. While the Year of the Pitcher may never be fully replicated, it
serves as a testament to the ever-evolving nature of the sport and the
crucial role that pitching plays in determining outcomes.
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