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INTRODUCTION

his book is for the player who wants to excel at the game of base-

ball. And it is for the player who wants to prepare himself to move
up to higher levels of competition. It is for any youth league player trying
to make a starting lineup or scholastic player aspiring to make the varsity
team. The Louisville Slugger® Book of Game-Breaker Baseball explains
and demonstrates how to master the advanced skills of baseball, the skills
that can make a difference in winning a game. The following pages of
Game-Breaker Baseball include 30 of these most difficult plays and skills.

Game-Breaker Baseball supplements and builds on the instruction of
those books that explain the basics. For example, where a basic book on
hitting would explain the rudiments of hitting, Game-Breaker Baseball’s
treatment explains how a right-handed batter can hit a ball to the oppo-
site field, or how a left-handed batter can hook a ball to the pull side of
the field. These are “game-breaker” skills because they’re precision skills
applied in certain recognizable situations that help move runners into scor-
ing position or score them, and thus break open games. They’re the skills
and plays that not only win games but also draw the comment that all
players covet hearing, “He knows how to play the game.”

The treatment is divided into separate sections on hitting, fielding,
pitching, and baserunning. Readers should read and study each entry sep-
arately, apply and practice the instruction, and then return to reread the
instruction. Doing so will enable you not only to master the desired skill
but also to appreciate the many nuances of the particular skill or play.

Players should pay special attention to the situations in which these
advanced skills are best applied. Some are self-evident, such as two-strike
and zone hitting when at bat, but others—such as hitting the curveball,
or hook sliding, or throwing a change-up—call for total concentration
and instant awareness of when and how to act.

The skills presented in this distinct treatment should be undertaken at
the proper age. Advanced pitching techniques, such as throwing a curve-
ball, should not be attempted until the body is strong enough to endure
the torque and stress brought on by the pitching motion, particularly the
external shoulder rotation of the throwing-side arm. However, a pitcher’s
technique when covering first base or learning how to slide can be safely
(and productively) undertaken at any age.
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The time it takes to master the 30 skills and plays of Game-Breaker
Baseball will vary significantly. Some may take as much as a year or two,
or sometimes longer. For example, hitting the curveball or expanding the
strike zone can take several years to master, while the push bunt or pop-
up slide can be mastered in a relatively short time. But the important thing
is to learn the proper technique and then practice it over and over. If you
stick with it, you’ll eventually master it, and you’ll soon be making a piv-
otal play on a regular basis in games of your own.
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HITTING

Introduction

It’s been said time and time again how difficult it is to hit a round ball
with a round bat. It’s difficult, but not impossible. By taking swing after
swing and hitting ball after ball, you develop a sixth sense that helps you
find the ball with the barrel with increasing consistency. Soon, your per-
sonal hitting zone evolves. Pitches are thrown in certain areas of the strike
zone and you pulverize the ball with subconscious effort. Conversely, there
are other areas of the strike zone that you survey with distaste.

Gradually, the type of hitter you are becomes more defined. Some hit-
ters are “dead fastball hitters,” who await the hard stuff, sit back, and
explode on incoming pitches. Other hitters are more rhythmic, sometimes
guessing at pitches early in the count before becoming more conservative
as the count deepens. They are better hitters with two strikes.

Even the types of hits you produce become predictable. There are fly-
ball hitters, line-drive hitters, and contact hitters who produce mostly
ground balls. Furthermore, hitters are classified by where they hit the ball
and are known as pull hitters, opposite-field hitters, or a select few who
learn to use the entire field of play called spray hitters.

These elements define the type of hitter you are and how you perform.
And at advanced levels of play, pitchers use this profile data to get you
out. That’s part of what makes them your enemy. Observant pitchers,
catchers, and coaches recognize a hitter’s tendencies and combat them by
avoiding strengths and exploiting weaknesses. If you like the hard stuff,
they’ll serve up soft stuff. When they see that you punish pitches up in the
strike zone, they’ll throw pitches at the knees or below. If you love to pull
the ball, the only strikes you’ll sniff are those thrown to the outside part
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of the plate. And even if you do get a pitch you like and can pull, the field-
ers will be positioned in areas that defend your individual patterns. Hit-
ting is difficult not simply because the ball is round and the bat is round.
The pitcher, the catcher, and seven other men in the field play a fairly sig-
nificant role as well.

A Well-Rounded Offensive Asset

As you progress in levels of baseball, your ability to execute and produce
in a variety of situations must expand for you to remain an offensive
threat. Whether you like to hear it or not, you’re going to have to learn to
hit a curveball. If you don’t, you’re an easy out in the lineup. It’s time to
grow up and confront your weaknesses. As longtime Rider University head
coach Sonny Pittaro would utter to his freshman hitters who struggled to
adjust to college pitching, “Call your mom and dad and tell them the
pitchers are throwing you curveballs.”

Becoming a well-rounded hitter entails more than hitting different types
of pitches thrown to varying locations. You have to be capable of per-
forming duties that help your team win ballgames. Everyone must learn
to bunt. Bunting is a skill that may seldom be used, but is extremely crit-
ical in big-game situations. If it’s in the late innings, and your team is down
by one run, you'd better be able to lay down a sacrifice bunt to advance
your teammate into scoring position. Bunting is a simple skill that is often
neglected in practice. It requires proper technique and light maintenance.
That’s it. There is no excuse for being a poor bunter.

Other offensive skills include drag bunting, slashing, hitting ground
balls to the right side of second base, and lifting balls in the air for a sac-
rifice fly. The ability to execute these offensive plays is crucial. They can
make a significant impact on the outcome of a game. Your goal is to be a
great hitter, and also to execute efficiently in situations that necessitate
specific results. Base hits up the middle and doubles down the third-base
line are not always required for you to contribute to your team’s offense.

By mastering these advanced hitting techniques, you’ll improve as a hit-
ter and increase your value to the ball club. Learn how to execute the fun-
damentals of these skills during individual batting sessions. From there,
sharpen your skills in daily batting practice by dedicating a few minutes
to situational swings.
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“A good hitter will always look for the fastball [because] he can adjust
his timing for the slower curve and change of pace. But if be is look-
ing for the curve, the fastball will be thrown by him.”

—LEeFTY O’DouL

Hitting would be a lot easier if pitchers just threw fastballs, but the curve-
ball has been complicating the game since shortly after the Civil War. As
baseball lore has it, a man named William Arthur “Candy” Cummings is
credited with the introduction of the curveball.

Identifying the Curveball

The first thing we need to know and understand is the precise nature of
a curveball and how it differs from a fastball. While the fastball is pre-
dominantly straight, the curveball goes down and to one side or the other,
depending on the pitcher. The velocity of the curveball is slower than a
fastball’s.

The curveball appears to leave the pitcher’s hand with a slight upward
and outward arc. The fastball leaves the pitcher’s hand at a slightly down-
ward angle with the pitcher’s palm facing the batter. The rotation on the
curveball is a forward and slightly sideward spin. When you see the
pitcher’s palm facing toward his throwing-side ear, look for a breaking
pitch. The first indication is a slight arc that the ball travels just as it is
released.
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The fastball appears to explode out of the pitcher’s hand, while there
is a slight delay when the curveball is released. The speed of the curveball
is slower. Major league curveballs travel 12 to 15 mph slower than fast-
balls. When a pitcher throws a curveball at a significantly reduced speed
it throws the batter off balance and upsets his timing. Change-ups have a
similar effect, although change-of-pace pitches usually travel slower than
breaking balls.

Hitting the Deuce

So now that you know what a curveball looks like and how it behaves,
how do you hit it?

Early recognition is critical. The sooner you identify the curveball the
easier it is to make the adjustments. Concentrate on quickly identifying
the pitch as it is released from the pitcher’s hand. As soon as you’ve rec-
ognized the curveball, follow these steps to hit it.

The hitter is fooled by a
breaking pitch. Once the
hands commit to the ball,
the batter has very little
chance of hitting the ball
with authority. Because
the front knee bends, the
rear leg collapses and the
hips are unable to rotate.
All power from the lower
body is lost.
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1. Stride softly, as if stepping on thin ice, a very short distance, per-
haps four to six inches. Keep the toe closed. If you use a front leg
kick when you stride, make sure that you do not prematurely drop
your front foot. The keys here are to separate the front leg and
hands from the core of the body yet keep the hips from uncoiling
too soon. Engage the swing but keep the hands back and the torso,
or top of the body, over the legs. Do not transfer your weight
entirely onto or over the front leg, which leaves no foundation for
uncoiling or rotating.

2. As you engage and continue the swing—with the left arm and left
side leading—keep the barrel of the bat trailing behind the hands.

3. Swing where the pitch will be, not where you see it. Calculate the
pitch’s break and adjust your swing. (Recognizing what type of
breaking ball and how much it breaks is information you should
gather while waiting on deck and watching the pitcher warm up.) If
the pitch appears to be thigh-high, it will probably cross the plate
around your knees. Adjust to the break or you’ll swing over the
pitch.

It's important to keep the hands back when a curveball is thrown. When you're
behind in the count, look to hit the ball to the opposite field by minimizing hip
rotation and letting the ball travel deeper into the hitting zone.
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4. Shorten your swing. The shorter the swing the longer you can wait
to commit your hands. Long swings must be initiated as the pitch is
released. You have to decide the location of your swing as soon as
you see the ball. Shorten your swing and you’ll increase the time you
have to see the pitch.

5. Look to hit the ball to the opposite field. Because of the decreased
velocity, hitters often try to pull breaking pitches, thereby making
contact too far out in front of the plate and producing weak ground
balls to the pull side or infield pop-ups. Telling yourself to hit the
ball to the opposite field will keep you on the ball longer, lock
your front shoulder in, and allow you to hit breaking pitches with
authority.

6. Imagine a hitting area—a large horizontal oval—just above and to
the opposite field-side of the pitcher’s head and picture hitting a line
drive right into that target area, which will keep you from over-
rotating and promote a flat but slightly ascending swing plane.

7. Hold the hands in a right-hand palm up, left-hand palm down posi-
tion (for right-handed batters) until the knob of the bat passes by
the belly button and reaches the heel of the front foot. Make bat/ball
contact with the palm up, palm down hand position. After the ball
leaves the bat roll the right hand over and finish with a full exten-
sion of both arms.

Your belly button, or midpoint of the torso, points toward center field
or right-center field upon completion of the follow-through. Brace your
weight on the entire front foot but do not fully rotate the toe open as
required when “turning on a pitch,” that is, when fully rotating on a pitch
located over the middle or inside part of the plate.

Keep your lower body “quieter,” that is, do not rotate explosively.
Maintain a vigorous athletic movement, but not so fast that you upset
your timing and thus bring your backside and top hand into the hitting
area so quickly that you pull or hook the ball.

One strategic note: If it’s early in an at-bat, or you’re ahead in the
count, don’t swing at any breaking balls (unless they’re hangers). You’ll
find that pitchers frequently miss the strike zone with curveballs, because
it’s not just a hard pitch to hit, it’s a hard pitch to consistently throw
for strikes. Besides, why swing at a pitch you struggle with unless you
have to?
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On breaking balls thrown below the belt (left), keep your hands back and quiet your
hips. Don’t try to do too much with the pitch. Hanging curveballs (right), however,
should be attacked and driven for power. Notice how the hips have fired, that is,
fully opened, allowing the barrel to make contact out in front of home plate.

DRILL

You can practice hitting curveballs very effectively by using Wiffle balls.
Have someone pitch from about 25 feet. To make a Wiffle ball curve, place
your index and middle finger along the equator that divides the solid hemi-
sphere and the perforated hemisphere, thumb underneath. Deliver the
throw from an overhand or three-quarter-release point. It will break down
and away. Take 50 swings in five sets of 10. Your goal is to hit 9 of every
10 curveballs correctly—solid line drives to the opposite field or back
through the pitcher’s box.

HITTING BREAKING BALLS

Maijor league third baseman Scott Rolen believes that:
“The most important element to hitting a breaking ball is letting it get to you.
It's much easier said than done. You hear people all the time saying, “Stay back,
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