Bat Wobble

I couldn’t believe the old guy. He had to be sixty, yet baseballs jumped off his bat like frogs from a Lilly pad. I couldn’t seem to get good wood on anything off this batting cage’s pitching machine and it was only set on medium. I was never much good at hitting a baseball and today offered no evidence to the contrary.

“You’ve got too much bat wobble,” yelled the old man, over the mechanical whir of the pitching machines.

“Yeah, thanks...thanks a lot,” I replied shaking my head and thinking to myself, ‘What the hell is a bat wobble?’ 

The old timer still looked good swinging a bat. He was tall and pretty lean, with just the slightest of paunches right above his belt. His gray hair was short, in that fifties style crew cut. He slapped the next pitch to the fence and the following one over it, then sauntered over to my cage. He looked vaguely familiar. I swung through the next pitch and fouled the last one off the top of the cage.

“Bat wobble,” he repeated, “too much bat wobble.”

“I think you mean bat speed, don’t you? I’m just not getting around on them.”

“Everyone thinks it’s bat speed, but it’s not. It’s rarely bat speed, it’s bat wobble. You know who taught me that?”

“Who?” I asked feigning interest out of respect for his age.

“The great Ty Cobb, that’s who.”

“Yeah, right.”

“No, really! It was Ty Cobb and he was right too.” He squinted through the wire mesh fencing; “You don’t recognize me do you?” He sounded disappointed.

For the life of me I couldn’t and I shook my head.

“Well, it’s been awhile. I’m Eddie Mathews of the-“

“Braves...the Atlanta Braves.” I finished his sentence. “I had your card!”

“Yeah, huh. Well, I spent some time in Atlanta and Milwaukee and Boston too.”

I remembered now. Mathews was the only Brave to play for all three cities. I did recall reading, in some sports magazine, that even the great Ty Cobb once called Eddie’s swing “sweet.”

“Wow!” I exclaimed, “I read that even Cobb himself said you had a sweet swing.”

“He’d know,” said Mathews, “he had the sweetest. You know a perfect swing is a lot more than just a thing of beauty, it’s that rarest of combinations, one half concentration and one half relaxation – both focus and exertion at the same time.”

“So, what’s bat wobble,” I asked.

“Wasted motion, actually it’s wasted energy and anything that wastes energy makes the action less efficient.”

As I thought about this, he stared at the ground for a second. “Is there anything I can do to reduce it,” I asked.

“Sure,” he answered as he opened the door to my batting cage and walked in, “but it takes some work.”

He spent the next twenty minutes showing me how to relax my grip and slow down my swing. The slower and more deliberate I swung the bat, the less wasted motion there was in my swing.

“The trick is to gradually to get used to swinging the bat slow and focused, without the wobble and then begin swinging harder and faster while maintaining that focus.”

It wasn’t easy. The first few times I tried to swing faster, the wobble came right back. I went back to a slow deliberate swing and the wobble was gone, but as soon as I tried to increase the speed of the swing, the wobble returned.

“It takes a lot of work,” remarked Eddie, patiently observing my failures. “They say great hitters are born with those sweet swings, but that’s not usually the case. I mean, they all seem to be endowed with a natural gift for concentration that most of us don’t have, but even great hitters like Ty Cobb and Ted Williams have honed their skills through perfect practice – performing that skill perfectly, over and over again, first, as kids and then as pros. Great hitters just love batting practice.”

I kept practicing the slow, deliberate swing – getting used to the feel of it. I didn’t get back to anywhere near full speed, maybe 70%, but it sure made a difference.

I paid for another round of pitches and made contact with about half...a lot better than I’d done on my previous two. Eddie looked on beaming with pride.

“The key to performance is relaxed focus,” he said. “Usually more exertion equals lowered focus. An athlete has to master how to concentrate and relax at the same time. In a sense, all talent lies in the ability to both fully relax and fully exert at the very same time.”

Before he left, I thanked him profusely, but he just waved his hand as though the gift he’d bestowed was nothing. And judging from the way he swung a bat, it seemed to come to him so naturally, it probably seemed like no big deal at all, to him. 

////////////*******////////////

That was almost ten years ago. I’d never seen nor spoken to Eddie Mathews again. Now, a few days after his death, in February 2001, at the age of sixty-nine, I’m reminded of that encounter by an article, in a national science magazine, on that very same topic: “Eliminating Wasted Motion Key to Athletic Success.”

The article described how, in a physics lab at Cal Tech, a group of scientists had found ways to quantify excess (wasted) motion via air displacement and measuring electrical currents in the air during the action. What they proved was what Eddie Mathews, Ted Williams, Ty Cobb and every great hitter seems to intuitively know, that a focused concentration eliminates wasted motion and allows the most efficient athletes advantage over everyone else. When you get to the top levels of sports, it all comes down to inches and even a minute amount of wasted motion can make for huge differences.

So what did all these scientists in these sophisticated labs prove? Merely that the main reason for differences in premiere athletic performances is “excess or wasted motion.” This seems to go for all sports from track (“run relaxed”) to baseball – “bat wobble.”

Eddie’s lesson was confirmed, but I knew something, thanks to Eddie, that even all those Cal Tech scientists didn’t seem to know, or if they did, they didn’t let on. I’ve taken Eddie’s lesson to heart in every aspect of life. Everything comes down to wasted energy. Even communication comes down, in the end, to not wasting energy or words. Wasted mental energy makes the tasks of making points clearly and translating thoughts and emotions vividly, nearly impossible. Easily distracted people, such as myself, are prone to wasting energy.

Even love and relationships come down to this natural dictate. Love dies when we take those who love us for granted – wasted mental energy or emotional distraction.

At any rate, today I went back to that batting cage in memory of Eddie Mathews. I practiced swinging slow and deliberate for about an hour. Then, gradually increased my bat speed, while trying to maintain both focus and relaxation.

When I started up the pitching machine, I hit my first four balls and went 23 of 30 overall. No, I’d never developed a swing like Eddie’s, just one a whole lot better than the one I had before I met him. Today’s efforts in the batting cage were my own way of thanking him for teaching me the most important life lesson anyone ever shared with me. A man, who made my acquaintance and spent less than an hour with me, changed my life.

When I finished, I noticed a guy, probably in his thirties, in the cage next to mine.

Thwack – and off the roof of the cage.

Swoosh – another swing through.

I walked over to his cage door, ”You’ve got too much bat wobble,” I called out. The young fellow glanced back at me and shook his head.
“Yeah right...thanks.”

I moved closer to the back of his batting cage...and watched.

