BrassWorld Free Agency Review – American League
By Jonah Keri

For the second year in a row, the BrassWorld free-agent class featured no $10 million-a-year players. But while the bidding fell short of eight figures, the players acquired could still fill multiple All-Star teams. In Part 1 of our annual two-part series, we’ll look at the American League’s free-agent results and how they may impact the ’07 season. (We’ll cover the National League next time):

Team: Alaska Hot Stoves

Manager: Chris Blake

Key Signings: SP Aaron Cook, five years, $22.5 million; 3B Troy Glaus, five years, $15 million; OF Michael Cuddyer, five years, $15 million

Alaska staged a huge improvement from 2006 to 2007, going from a 69-93 record to 109-53 and a division title. The Hot Stoves were true to their name, spending a combined $57 million on their top three free agents last off-season. But while Jason Schmidt, Matt Morris and Raul Ibanez played key roles on the ’07 team, Schmidt and Morris now look like iffy bets for the remainder of their deals. That makes Aaron Cook one of the biggest question marks of this off-season. Can a pitcher with one of the lowest strikeout rates in the game and a history of iffy health earn his keep over the next five years? With a rotation that includes potential future stars Homer Bailey and Jon Lester, but little beyond Chris Young in the short term, this is a team that could take a step backward in 2008.
Team: Dublin GaelForce
Manager: Doug Beebe
Key Signings: 1B Lance Berkman, four years, $26.8 million; 2B Placido Polanco, four years, $14.6 million; RP Scott Downs, three years, $7.5 million; SP Randy Johnson, two years, $3.2 million
Doug Beebe takes over the former Exeter franchise, one improved from 51 to 77 wins in 2007. Looking to make a splash, Dublin’s GM signed one of the top hitters on the market, Lance Berkman, to a very reasonable four-year deal. With his perpetually high batting averages and solid defense, Placido Polanco is one of the most underrated players in Major League Baseball. Considering he cost less than $4 million a year on the open market, that appears to be the case in BrassWorld too. Randy Johnson’s cheap, short-term deal could be a steal, matching last year’s four-year, $5.4 million megabargain for Jose Valverde.
Team: Gotham City Gargoyles

Manager: Wayne Foulke

Key Signings: 3B Chipper Jones, four years, $26 million; OF Gary Matthews Jr., five years, $12 million; RP Ryan Franklin, three years, $9.9 million; SS Julio Lugo, four years, $7.4 million
Gotham eschewed big-ticket signings last off-season, with great results: The Gargoyles stormed all the way to the World Series, powered by the best starting rotation in the league. This time, Gotham opened its wallet. With John Lackey, Brandon Webb and Dan Haren back for another tour, GM Wayne Foulke spent his money on hitting. Chipper Jones leads the way, projecting to have one of the 10 best offensive cards in the entire 2007 set. Accused PED user Ryan Franklin should have a great card in his own right for the coming season; it will be interesting to see if he earns the remaining $6.6 million on his contract beyond that.

Team: Greenville Black Sox

Manager: Bob Askin

Key Signings: None

For the second year in a row, the Black Sox avoided the siren call of expensive free agents, instead acquiring the likes of LaTroy Hawkins and Greg Dobbs for millions less. For a defending playoff team with a payroll topping $60 million and a strong core led by Aaron Harang, Mark Buehrle, Derrek Lee, Russell Martin, Miguel Tejada, Ichiro and others, that could prove to be the right course of action.
Team: Hoboken Bums

Manager: Pete Blake

Key Signings: SS Derek Jeter, five years, $30 million; IF Jeff Keppinger, four years, $6 million

A year after dropping $54.5 million on aging hitters Scott Rolen, Jason Varitek, Nomar Garciaparra and Moises Alou, Hoboken went younger, nabbing Derek Jeter while still in or near his peak years, and 20-something utility man Jeff Keppinger. Though Strat-O-Matic finally stopped awarding Jeter his usual 1 defensive rating (the biggest defense-related travesty since Raffy Palmeiro won a Gold Glove at first base while spending most of the year DHing), Jeter should still prove uncommon offense and high enough defensive marks to remain among the very best in the game. Keppinger had a big year in part-time duty, though asking him to pay off over four years may have been reaching a bit.
Team: Hogan’s Heroes

Manager: Bob Loose

Key Signings: OF Manny Ramirez, five years, $32 million; OF Torii Hunter, five years, $23.5 million; OF Austin Kearns, five years, $21 million; 1B Richie Sexson, three years, $2.7 million

Holy new outfield, Batman! With one of the biggest cash stashes in the league, Bob Loose opened his team’s war chest and immediately announced his intention for contention. Signing a 35-year-old to a five-year deal always comes with some risk, but Manny is about as sure a thing as you’ll find, a freakishly consistent hitter who’s overcome some of the health concerns that dogged him earlier in his career. Torii Hunter’s platoon splits, mediocre OBPs and so-so track record make him an offensive question mark over a five-year span. But given SOM’s stubbornness when it comes to downgrading 1-rated defenders, Hunter might simply need to hit .270 with 20 homers a year to retain a good chunk of value over the life of his contract. The biggest question mark here might be Austin Kearns, a one-time top prospect turned disappointment. Though by far the youngest of the three OF at age 27, Kearns has the most to prove offensively to earn out on a contract that dwarfs the ones given to Troy Glaus, Michael Cuddyer, Placido Polanco and other more proven performers. Bonus points here for landing Richie Sexson at bargain-basement prices; a trade to a hitter’s park could immediately snap him back to 35- or 40-homer form.

Team: New York Metz

Manager: Chris Metz

Key Signings: SP Randy Wolf, five years, $9.5 million; OF Luis Gonzalez, two years, $3.6 million
Thanks to the largesse of the previous regime, the Metz went light on free agents for the second straight year. On the plus side, the rebuilding project is well under way, with the monster contracts of Derrek Lee, Chris Carpenter and others off the books. The picks and young talent acquired for New York’s high-priced talent should eventually pay dividends, though it will probably take at least a couple more years.

Team: Plum Island Greenheads

Manager: Henry Vance

Key Signings: OF Vladimir Guerrero, five years, $35.5 million; SS Carlos Guillen, five years, $21.8 million; 1B Frank Thomas, two years, $6.2 million
What do you do when your team makes it all the way to the ALCS? Load up for another deep playoff run, of course. Plum Island seems to do more with less every year, rolling up big records despite lacking the talent that many other contenders own. The additions of Guerrero, Guillen and Thomas should help boost the Greenheads’ talent base. Vlad’s history of production and durability bode well for his long-term deal. Plum Island could have an interesting dilemma at first base in 2009, though, with Guillen being pushed to the corner for the Tigers next season.
Team: Silver Sluggers

Manager: Lenny Luchtefeld

Key Signings: OF Carlos Beltran, five years, $39.5 million, SP Jake Westbrook, five years, $19.3 million; RP Derrick Turnbow, three years, $7.8 million; RP Scot Shields, three years, $7.7 million
In 2005, the Sluggers surged all the way to the World Series before losing to a loaded Northwoods team. Silver then went to rebuilding mode, spending sparingly last off-season and biding their time. Lenny Luchtefeld finally dipped into his huge bank account this time, acquiring one of the premier free agents in league history in Carlos Beltran, a solid mid-rotation starter in Jake Westbrook, and two of the better available relievers on the market. The Cobb Division may have been the weakest in BrassWorld last season, with just two teams over .500. Silver’s march back to contention could go faster than expected.

Team: South Range Mariners

Manager: Michael Swanson

Key Signings: 1B Todd Helton, five years, $33.3 million; 3B Mike Lowell, three years, $16.8 million; SP Miguel Batista, four years, $11 million; SP Jamie Moyer, three years, $6.7 million
Here’s another Cobb Division team that loaded up for a possible playoff run after a rough season. South Range went from 92 wins in 2006 to 56 in ’07. Now, the Mariners will trot out two new starters at the corner infield spots, and 2/5 of a new starting rotation. Coming off a big offensive season and rated a 1 at 3B, Lowell was a great grab on a relatively short three-year deal. Batista and Moyer were also reasonable mid-range contracts. But that $33.3 million deal for Todd Helton could prove to be an albatross, given Helton is 34 and hasn’t topped 20 homers since 2004.

Team: Waikiki Rabbits
Manager: Matt Wright
Key Signings: OF Pat Burrell, two years, $11.8 million; SP Tom Glavine, one year, $5 million
Of all the teams in the free-agent derby, Waikiki’s lack of activity may have been the most disappointing. Matt Wright came in with a fat wallet, several areas of need and a division that’s up for grabs. But aside from the solid pickup of Pat Burrell, Waikiki didn’t acquire any impact players for the coming season. The emergence of young talent like Rich Hill should help, but the Rabbits could’ve given themselves a big lift by going after Carlos Beltran, Roy Halladay and others.

Team: Williamsburg Burgesses

Manager: Jim Bodnar

Key Signings: OF Rick Ankiel, three years, $6 million; RP Zach Miner, three years, $4.5 million; OF Kenny Lofton, one year, $2.6 million

Why overspend on free agents when you can load up on the trade market? Williamsburg took advantage of South Range’s salary purge, picking up Carlos Delgado, Carlos Silva and Yadier Molina for next to nothing. That move strengthened a team that won 87 games and a playoff berth last season. The future looks especially bright: Few teams can match the Burgesses’ young core of Ryan Zimmerman, Chase Utley, Jeremy Hermida and Andrew Miller, with Rick Ankiel one of the most intriguing boom-or-bust pickups of the off-season.
