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A demanding season makes for good baseball
• TOKYO. – Let us try and forget the image left by our team
during its last appearance against the Netherlands, although
this is very hard for all Cubans, to review the work of the
national team managed by Carlos Martí in the 2017 World
Baseball Classic.
Before arriving in the Japanese capital, the great majority
of fans and sportswriters, myself included, agreed that this
group of players could go no farther than the second round
in a competition as demanding as the one in which they just
played. National baseball authorities had the same opinion
and established as the goal reaching this stage. Of course,
once the team had qualified for the second round, it was
difficult to be satisfied with the accomplishment, hoping for
more perhaps without foundation. Even though they lost, the
team looked better in the first two games of this round, as
compared to their performance in the initial three games.
Let us recall the first match-up against Japan (6-11), which
without a pitching strategy, didn't cause Japan much trouble. Facing China, the weakest team participating, Cuba
scored six runs, and the modest opponent remained
scoreless for the first three innings. Nonetheless, despite the
14 hits made during the game, only in one inning - the fourth
- was Cuba able to show its superiority. Then came the
crucial battle with Australia, which again came down to a
single inning, when Alfredo Despaigne's grand slam paved
the way to the second round. The Australians batted with
ease, but came up short 4-3 because of one play.
After qualifying as one of the eight second round teams, in
Group E, Cuba was silenced by Israel. The offense made
only five hits. Another homerun by Despaigne was the only
score. The team's fifth appearance was much better, playing
toe to toe with Japan, with the home team's winning run
coming in the eight inning, off of an error. Finally, the debacle
against the Netherlands, 1-14.
I am one who believes in these men, in their pride. As
Carlos Martí said, they gave their all, knowing that they were
not as good as many high-performance players in the
quarter-finals, be they Israel's excellent pitchers, those on

the unflappable Japanese team, or the Netherlands' explosive batters.
I agree with him, and with those who believe that we cannot address huge gaps in our national pastime in one World
Classic, which in my opinion are the responsibility of our
national baseball leadership, since they are the result of
social as well as competitive issues. Put on a good spectacle
during the regular season and we will harvest the results.
If we do not achieve this, with the high level of performance
required, players sent to a Classic will not know how to behave under pressure, like that delivered by the Netherlands,
which was not answered in kind, on time. If a pitcher easily
dominates batters in undemanding games, when he reaches
this level, he will be picked apart, like Lázaro Blanco. I cite
his example because he is the best of our pitchers, but I
could have mentioned many others.
On the offense, we faced the same problem. Jefferson
Delgado, top hitter in the National Series this season, said
simply, "It's very hard for me. In the Series in Cuba, I see a
fastball, but not like here; it's cut. A curve ball rotates differently; the slider starts out with more speed, and you don't
have time to pull back the bat. It's really complicated, it's high
level pitching." No comment.
There is some evidence that Cuba batted well, but the
average or the number of hits doesn't tell all. I believe we
were inefficient on offense. How else can we explain that
with 52 at-bats, we only scored 10 runs? How can we win
if the first, second, and third batter in the line up, in the
second round, only made one hit in 32 at-bats. If that weren't
enough, the lead line-up showed little speed running the
bases, and didn't aggressively seek extra bases. These are
details that, regardless of the opponent, undermine any
hopes of victory.
Our pitching was the worst. The statement may sound categorical, but I don't think there was any pitching easier to hit
than Cuba's. Even though China's appears equivalent, they
gave up fewer walks.
In conversations with colleagues and among comments
sent by fans, the issue has been raised of players trained in
Cuba who have gone on to become stars in the U.S. Major

Leagues. Many believe the result would have been different
with their presence. I don't doubt it; we could even win a
Classic. But the solution to resolving problems in Cuban
baseball would remain unresolved. Negotiations between
the MLB and the Cuban Federation continue, but I insist that
something must be done in the interim.
Baseball must be played in Cuba; if we love it so much,
it must be given the attention it merits, for what it represents.
It stirs up patriotic sentiments, moves crowds, impacts our
mood, in short, it affects an entire country. With well thought
out organization, without cheap triumphalism, and putting
science into our game - as baseball is a science - everything
we invest would be recovered.
We must look deeply into all aspects of the game, from the
season's organization to the professional level of those
directing the sport. Regarding this quality, I am talking about
teamwork, capable of turning things around. It takes time,
but time is short.
With the quantity of ballplayers we have, growing almost
"wild" - forgive me the term, but that is the way it is - we
could have baseball year-round, at different levels, especially
at a lower level. Then, a National Series, with all provinces
participating and no more than 75 games, to chose a champion. But after that, we could have a Cuban League with four
or six teams and the best players, playing perhaps October
through January, so that those working abroad, contracted
by the National Federation, could participate. Players from
other countries could even be included, or from the MLB, if
the negotiations advance. Cuba has what it takes to develop
a competitive league; it has the most important element:
human material.
If Cuban players left the Classic downcast, they know that,
in baseball, things like the knock-out in the last game are not
allowed. No one made an appearance, but their manager,
despite the bad moment, had words of recognition for his
team. "The Netherlands didn't give us time to recover, as we
say in baseball language, they caught our eyes."
It's over, let's not lose any more time. Let's give baseball
some attention, but with our eyes wide open. We have
time. •
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The Frank País International Orthopedic Scientific Complex is the world's largest and most
complete medical complex dedicated to orthopedic, traumatological and reconstructive
surgery, and the rehabilitation of bone, muscle, nerve,
And joint systems.
The complex offers treatment of spinal cord diseases; herniated discs; traumatic, congenital
or acquired spinal paralysis; peripheral nerve paralysis; bone and soft
tissue tumors; fractures and their aftermath; pseudoarthritis; bone and joint
infections; and congenital and acquired limb deformities.
In addition, the complex performs reconstructive surgery of foot and hand lesions; partial or
total bone and joint grafts; prosthetic joint replacement; microsurgery; arthroscopy; bone
lengthening to remedy congenital or acquired conditions,
shortness and dwarfism; revascularization surgery; and grafts in the case of spinal
cord lesions and joint necrosis.
Special services are also offered in external fixator techniques and for sports lesions
and trauma.
The complex includes the ORTOFORZA Physical Health and Sports Center, devoted
to the promotion, recovery and maintenance of physical health through medical
care, rehabilitation and sports in a comfortable facility with doctor's offices, a well-equipped
gymnasium, squash and paddleball courts, swimming pool, mini-golf
course, running track, as well as restaurant, coffee shop and other services.
Also included in the complex are the Ibero-American School of Orthopedics and
Traumatology and the ORTOP Events Center, devoted, respectively, to the
organization of courses and assistantships, and hosting of professional congresses
and meetings. For such events, well-equipped meeting rooms and skilled technical
staff are available.
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