2004 Season Preview
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Throwing a cream pie in the face of tradition, your favorite team’s first game could have been on any of FOUR days:  unofficial opening day last week in Japan, opening “night” Sunday night, opening “day” Monday, or Tuesday for those teams not privy to playing yet.  Nevertheless, everyone finally has at least one game under their collective belts, so while managers try to figure out how to avoid their fifth starter as long as possible without burning out their aces, sit back and enjoy TCO’s 2004 Season Preview.
AL East

Boston
great starters, good closer, solid hitting = tough to beat
New York
unmatched talent but a lot of ?'s in the rotation
Toronto
emerging starts might be closer to New York than New York is to Boston
Baltimore
hefty lineup but susceptible pitching up and down the rotation
Tampa Bay
steady lineup with a few future stars but the rotation of five "who's that" guys will keep them in the cellar
AL Central

Minnesota
too much experience coupled with young talent for this weak division
Chicago
enough talent to contend but Guillen must make it work
Kansas City
these overachievers still only won 83 games last year and should approach similar numbers this year
Detroit
veteran free agents make this team more competitive but still years away from contention
Cleveland
few veterans coupled with youngsters not even projected to be
All-Stars might spell a last place finish
AL West

Oakland
a very tough division, but the A's pitching should more than make up for their shaky offense
Anaheim
loads of talent through free agency could mean a wild card or better
Seattle
underrated every year but stuck in an ultracompetitive division
Texas
searching for pitching for the 93rd consecutive year

NL East

Philadelphia
over hyped, but still the most well rounded team
Atlanta
probably won't contend, but they won't fall too far either
New York
veteran pitching and young talent up the middle should make the Mets exciting this year
Florida
lost too much from last year's wild card (and World Series) team
Montreal
too many shaky arms won't be able to carry the 'Spos through
the season's rough patches
NL Central

Houston
great pitching, a veteran lineup, and a closer ready to shine
Chicago
even without Prior, the Cubs will contend and should win the wild card at least
St. Louis
better than advertised, they might give Houston and Chicago a run for their money
Pittsburgh
unlike Colorado, the Pirates are 4th only because someone has to be.  the best of the 3 worst Central teams
Cincinnati
lack of starting pitching, like last year, will doom this team
Milwaukee
a hodgepodge of mediocre talent with little hope to win consistently
NL West
San Francisco
some nice acquisitions put the Giants over the top in this parity filled division
San Diego
the balance of fine young hurlers and crafty veteran pitchers will steady this once rocky ship

Los Angeles
solid pitching but an anemic lineup will result in middle-of-the-pack status for LA
Arizona
could finish anywhere, but a contending team means avoiding
the injury bug which is unlikely on this "veteran" club
Colorado
last only because someone has to be.  improved, but the poor pitching means more home wins and road losses, as always
AL Playoff teams:  Boston, Minnesota, Oakland, and Anaheim
ALCS:  Anaheim over Oakland
NL Playoff teams:  Philadelphia, Houston, San Francisco, and Chicago
NLCS:  Philadelphia over Houston
World Series:  Anaheim over Philadelphia
If Anaheim can make it to the playoffs, they should match up well.  A potential Boston – Anaheim ALDS matchup would make the best ALCS, but if two teams come out of the West, then it’s not possible.  Anaheim’s balanced attack should get by Boston and Oakland.  In the NL, Mark Prior’s injury makes the Cubs a tough team to gauge.  Billy Wagner will put the Phillies over the top when they need it most, knocking off deep pitching Houston before falling to Vladimir Guerrero and the rest of the Angels.
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Despite valiant efforts by the Boston Red Sox last year, the standings in the East remained the same for yet another year.  Remarkably, it seems that every team in the division made improvements this offseason.  While the Yankees also added the best player in baseball to their payroll, the losses to the pitching staff will be a bit too much to overcome.
Adding Curt Schilling and Keith Foulke to a staff already consisting of Pedro Martinez and Derek Lowe makes the Red Sox the early favorite to win the East.  Garciaparra and Ramirez were almost traded in the offseason, but don’t think that hard feelings will get in the way of these talented sluggers’ focus on crushing the ball each time up.  Just one game away from the World Series last year, Boston will be hungry and won’t be caught sleeping when an opportunity arises.
While New York lost Pettitte and Clemens, they aren’t exactly bottom feeders, having added Javier Vazquez and Kevin Brown.  Vazquez, however, has never pitched in a pressure situation like New York encounters regularly, and Brown is a 39-year old hurler with a recent history of injuries.  Moving the 2003 Gold Glove shortstop over to third base while Derek Jeter plays shortstop is a questionable move at best.  ARod has matched his highest paid contract with results that justify it, yet he has to take second stage to Jeter in New York.  Sooner or later this will backfire.
Getting better every day, Toronto tries to wrestle some wins away from the two giants atop the East.  With a solid mix of young stars (Wells, Phelps, Hinske) and veteran talent (Delgado, Halladay, Batista), the Blue Jays could challenge for a wild card spot if they catch the right breaks.  Of course, with players like Catalanotto, Orlando Hudson, and Chris Woodward playing every day, they could also finish fourth, especially with Hentgen and Towers rounding out the rotation.  Despite the question marks, Toronto is still a good bet for a successful season.
Baltimore has done everything possible to improve its lineup but, unfortunately, they play in the AL East.  Adding Tejada, Palmeiro, and Javy Lopez makes the Orioles as dangerous as any team, especially in Camden Yards.  Gibbons and Bigbie should shine this year with less pressure on them thanks to the free agent acquisitions, but the shaky rotation keeps this team in the lower half of the standings.  Ponson isn’t exactly an ace, and it doesn’t get any better after that.

Tampa Bay has also improved since 2003, but the pitching staff needs to be rehauled before they can be truly competitive.  When youngsters Baldelli and Crawford click at the same time as Huff, the Devil Rays should be able to put together a few winning streaks.  It’s the space in between those streaks that will keep them in the cellar, however.

AL CENTRAL
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While any of three teams can win the Central without much surprise, it’s hard to pick against Minnesota, the division winner two years running.  While neither flashy nor dominant in any single category, the Twins are solid everywhere.  Joe Nathan may have to prove his worth as a closer, but the rotation is healthier than in the past, and Joe Mauer should plug the hole left by Pierzynski’s departure.
In Chicago, there’s some excitement about new manager Ozzie Guillen, but the players on the field remain much the same, minus Bartolo Colon, which is a big minus.  The White Sox need Konerko to return to form and Garland to step up if they want to challenge Minnesota.  Similarly, Kansas City needs its pitching to step up and their big boppers (Sweeney, Beltran, and Gonzalez) to stay healthy if they want to play in October.
Coming off its worst season, well, ever, Detroit will be better - how much better remains to be seen.  Signing Vina, Pudge, Rondell White, and Urbina give the Tigers some experience with winning, a necessity for a team that lost 119(!) games last year.  This year’s lineup should keep them competitive throughout, and the pitching can’t be any worse.
Cleveland doesn’t have the look of a last place team, but upon further inspection, there’s not a whole lot to like, either.  The starting pitching is poor, the relief pitching is poor, and the lineup is a mix of players past their prime (Lawton, Vizquel, etc.) and players not yet in their prime (Broussard, Gerut, etc.).  Trading away Milton Bradley will only make things worse.  At least Cleveland fans can root for LeBron.
AL WEST
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Like last year, three teams are worthy of this division crown, but once again, the nod has to go to the A’s.  Their pitching is as good as ever (adding Mark Redman should not be overlooked) and if Bobby Crosby is half as good as advertised, the loss of Tejada should be eased by a healthy Jermaine Dye on the offensive side.  No, it’s still not the most feared lineup in the AL, but it’s good enough to win.
Seattle does everything well, but nothing dominant enough to win the division.  90+ victories are not out of the question, but while they will be successful, Oakland will outpitch them and Anaheim will outslug them.  While the Mariners are beating everyone else in the league, the matchup problems will likely drop them to third in the West.
Finishing ahead of Seattle should be Anaheim, now loaded with talent, adding Vlad, Colon, and Escobar to a team already with playoff potential.  Getting past Oakland’s pitching will be difficult, but a wild card berth looks to be the minimum for this talented squad.
Bringing up the rear again is Texas.  The infield is downright impressive (Teixeira, Soriano, Young, and Blalock), but the outfield is very suspect, having lost Everett and Juan Gonzalez since last season.  Factor in a rotation depending on Kenny Rogers and Chan Ho Park, and it’s plain to see that it will be another long summer in Arlington.
NL EAST
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Finishing 10 games over .500 in 2003, Philadelphia was headed in the right direction.  Pat Burrell can’t be any worse than last year, Eric Milton will help the rotation, and Billy Wagner will be a constant in the bullpen.  The results:  a likely division championship.  There is nothing particularly fear-inducing about the Phillies, but they are solid enough in a division lacking dominance to take the title.
Despite losing some major players, it’s hard enough to pick the twelve time defending division winners second, let alone any lower than that.  It would be a different story if Atlanta played in the AL East, AL West, or NL Central, but in the NL East, the Braves still have a shot at the division.  Maddux is gone, but he rarely went more than six innings last year, so the loss is not a great as feared.  Sheffield and Lopez are the big losses, but the savings in not signing them should help the Braves avoid any true rebuilding.  Defensively, Atlanta typically struggles, but newbie LaRoche should provide stability at first, and Furcal and Andruw Jones provide plenty of range up the middle.  From a pitching standpoint, Horacio Ramirez is the real deal, and Hampton and Ortiz, while not Maddux and Glavine of the ‘90’s, should give the Braves a chance to win almost every time out.  The pressure will be on the end of the rotation and on J.D. Drew.  If Drew stays healthy and puts up 30 HRs and 100 RBIs, Atlanta will contend.  If not, the lineup will be hard pressed to overcome the average pitching.
It’s not exactly the ’27 Yanks, but the top of the Mets lineup could stir some excitement in New York this year.  Matsui, Reyes, Floyd, and Piazza seem like a great combination of hitting, speed, and power which should produce plenty of runs this year.  Mike Cameron steadies the outfield, and veterans Al Leiter and Tom Glavine should produce effectively enough for the Mets to make a run at third place.
Florida, despite winning the World Series, will be hard pressed to get to the postseason this year.  Remember, they were only a wild card team last year, and they lost many pieces to that special puzzle.  Derrek Lee is gone.  Pudge is gone.  Mark Redman is gone.  Urbina is gone.  Miguel Cabrera is a star of the future, but depending on Lowell and him to anchor a lineup including Jeff Conine, Hee Sop Choi, and Ramon Castro will be a tough order to fill.  Beckett appears to be a true ace and Carl Pavano is underrated (and dating Alyssa Milano, which bears mentioning), but Dontrelle Willis fizzled down the stretch, Brad Penny is nothing special, and new closer Armando Benitez always frays the nerves a bit.  Once again, the Marlins will have to overachieve to find themselves playing in October.
Rounding out the East is Montreal.  Losing stars Vladimir Guerrero and Javier Vazquez will be impossible to replace this year.  Underrated infielders Vidro and Cabrera are still around, but there’s not much else.  After innings eater Livan Hernandez, the staff is filled with Ohka, Day, Vargas and Armas Jr. – not exactly the rotation that will take you to the promised land.
NL CENTRAL
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In what is a competitive, talent filled division, the nod goes to Houston to claim the NL Central flag.  Houston and Chicago have very similar ballclubs (great pitching, solid lineups), but Houston’s rotation is slightly better due to Prior’s injury.  Wade Miller is a great option as a fourth starter, and having a hitter like Hidalgo batting sixth speaks volumes about the depth in the batting order.  Look for Dotel to excel in the closer’s role, leading the Astros to the division title.
Equally as deep, Chicago should battle Houston the entire summer for the rights to the Central.  Unfortunately, most of the head to head matchups occur the first two months, the same months when Prior will likely be inactive.  With Prior hurt, prodigal son Greg Maddux will have a little more pressure on him to extend his outings, and Matt Clement will have to get over his inconsistencies quickly.  Grudzielanek is hardly a typical leadoff hitter, Patterson is coming off an injury and still has trouble laying off unhittable pitches, and Michael Barrett is not known for his game calling ability (nor for his offense as of late).  Positively, though, Derrek Lee is a huge upgrade at first and should flourish in Wrigley, Aramis Ramirez has the potential to put up numbers like he did several years ago, and the middle relief is as strong as any in baseball.  Of course, Sosa is still a threat in any situation.  The defense is practically irrelevant with so many strikeout pitchers on the staff.  If Prior comes back true to form, it could be another thrilling September in Chicago.
If Albert Pujols is in the lineup, then the Cardinals always have a chance to win.  It seems that he can hit a three-run homer with one man on base.  Realistically, though, the St. Louis lineup is as good as any, with Reggie Sanders adding some punch to the top of the lineup.  If Renteria can come close to last year’s numbers, the Cardinals might hit enough to ride the waves of Morris and Williams and they try to overcome their nagging injuries.  Carpenter, Suppan, and Marquis round out a rotation that gets overlooked because of the talents of Houston and Chicago.  If those teams falter, the Redbirds will be lurking.
What a difference a year makes.  Last April, optimism abounded in Pittsburgh with Sanders, Lofton, Ramirez, Giles, Simon, and Kendall in the lineup and Benson, Wells, etc. in the rotation.  Most of the squad never finished the year with the Pirates, and now PNC will host a lineup of youngsters and retreads.  The pitching has potential, but nothing that will carry them north of fourth in this division.
Cincinnati, a team in need of an identity, is still years away from competing unless there are some MLB ready arms lurking in the farm system.  Griffey, Casey, Kearns, and Dunn give the Reds some hope on the offensive side, but the unmentionables in the rotation have no chance to compete, especially against Houston and Chicago.
Milwaukee has an interesting looking team, but it’s not really a team built to win a lot of games.  The lineup is filled with recognizable players thanks to the trade with Arizona, but recognizable doesn’t mean good.  The fact is that Sexson is gone and serviceable players like Counsell, Spivey, and Overbay are here.  Ben Sheets doesn’t get enough credit for anchoring the staff, but there’s not much to look at after him.  The Brewers will fight hard to avoid last place but the talent (or lack thereof) might do them in.
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Best in the West?  Who knows.  You can pick the winner out of a hat.  The slight advantage, however, has to go to San Francisco because of their potential.  Bonds, Schmidt, and Nen give them a great hitter, starter, and closer, but all must be healthy to survive.  Pierzynski is a nice upgrade at catcher, and Alfonzo should hit better than last year and likely provide better protection for Bonds.
San Diego has made many moves to climb this division, and their depth should ensure that.  Jake Peavy looks like a star in the making, and the veteran pitchers acquired (Wells, Hitchcock, Valdes) can only help the likes of Peavy, Lawrence, and Eaton.  Brian Giles provides much needed pop to the lineup, giving Padres’ fans reason to cheer in their new stadium this year.
Los Angeles must lean hard on the pitching staff or it will be a depressing year in Chavez Ravine.  Nomo and Perez are decent, and Jeff Weaver may yet succeed away from New York.  If Encarnacion can inject some life into the lineup, a third place finish is a possibility.
Arizona added power hitting Richie Sexson, but that only plugs one of the many holes in the Diamondbacks’ lineup.  Webb should step up in place of Schilling, but the Big Unit is not what he once was, and closer Mantei is never healthy.  Throw in Luis Gonzalez’s shoulder problems, and there are too many questions mark for Bob Brenly to answer this year.
Colorado should have an exciting team, but if Shawn Estes is your Opening Day starter, you are not destined to make the playoffs.  Estes has reportedly shown much improvement this spring, but the rest of the rotation is still poor.  Offensively, Walker is always hurt, Johnson is not getting any younger, but Helton and Wilson create a formidable duo which should help win their fair share of home games.  Unfortunately, there are 81 road games which the Rockies always seem to struggle with.
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