Free Agent Roundup – National League

By Jonah Keri

In Part 2 of this two-part series, we look at the National League’s free-agent results and how they may impact the ’08 season. 
Team: Annadale Anteaters
Manager: Robert Smith
Key Signings: 3B Aramis Ramirez, five years, $34.5 million; RP Brett Myers, five years, $26 million; SP Claudio Vargas, three years, $6 million; 2B/SS Mark Loretta, three years, $5.4 million

The Anteaters made four significant signings last off-season, but to little avail: A loaded National League with six teams at 89 wins or more relegated Annadale to 55 wins and a last-place finish. Undaunted, GM Robert Smith went back to the well this time, spending more than $60 million on his two top signings, Aramis Ramirez and Brett Myers. One of the best threats at his position in the game, and just 29 years old, Ramirez looks like as good an investment as any of this year’s marquee free agents. The Myers deal looks much riskier, though, hinging on Myers shifting back to the starting rotation and reasserting himself as a front-line starter, no sure thing. Annadale is still probably a couple years away, with Ian Kennedy and David Price on hand as potential building blocks.
Team: Aspen Rainmakers
Manager: Rene Custeau
Key Signings: None
What do you do after a 56-win season? Sit out the free-agent spending spree and rebuild gradually through other means. Aspen owns the #3 and #4 picks in the draft and an armed and dangerous crop of young pitchers in Scott Kazmir, Joe Blanton, Rich Harden, Kevin Slowey and Adam Wainwright. Consider Aspen a work in progress, and check back in a couple years.

Team: Lafontaine Park Diamonds

Manager: Daniel Valois

Key Signings: None

One of the toughest places to be in BrassWorld is stuck in the middle. Lafontaine Park rolled all the way to the NLCS last season before bowing out of the playoffs. After losing several key players to free agency, the Diamonds needed to spend big to get back into championship consideration. Instead, they went the other way, passing on big deals and trusting in the team’s incumbents. The breakout seasons posted by Daisuke Matsuzaka and Kelly Johnson could be enough to get the team back into the mix. But with star second baseman Brian Roberts on the trade block, the Diamonds could opt to load up for a big run in 2009.
Team: Lake Zurich Stingrays
Manager: Bruce Herrin
Key Signings: SP A.J. Burnett, five years, $36 million; SP John Smoltz, four years, $27.6 million
These were the Stingrays’ only two signings, but they were big ones. Burnett and Smoltz join Kelvim Escobar to form one of the best top-three combinations in all of BrassWorld. That strong starting pitching should nicely complement an offense that includes Albert Pujols, Jorge Posada, Michael Young and Alexis Rios. New GM Bruce Herrin has put his soon-to-be-renamed team into prime position to get back to the playoffs. There’s risk here too, though: Will injury-prone A.J. Burnett stay healthy through the length of his five-year deal? Will John Smoltz even be pitching by the end of his? 
Team: Maryland Mounders
Manager: Bill Galanis
Key Signings: OF Milton Bradley, four years, $11 million; IF Mike Lamb, two years, $3.6 million
Following a disappointing 78-84 season, the Mounders had to figure getting back to the playoffs might be a tall task. Francisco Liriano’s injury left Josh Beckett as the only top-flight SP on the roster, while the offense has too many holes once you get past Victor Martinez and Gary Sheffield. Expect some trades as the calendar flips over to 2008—a team that’s missing this many pieces probably doesn’t need the luxury of having three upper-echelon relievers like Takashi Saito, Brad Lidge and Matt Herges.

Team: Montreal McGaffigans
Manager: Jonah Keri
Key Signings: OF Barry Bonds, two years, $10 million; RP Akinori Otsuka, four years, $5.4 million; RP Jamie Walker, two years, $4.2 million
An indicted slugger and a couple of decent relievers seems like a light haul for a team trying to become the first in league history to three-peat. But the McGaffigans made their big push on the trade market, prior to the draft. Gone are rising stars Ryan Braun and Joba Chamberlain, as well as young talent such as Boof Bonser, Wilson Betemit, Angel Villalona and Dellin Betances. In their stead, Montreal brought in Grady Sizemore, David Wright, Edgar Renteria and Jeff Kent to anchor the offense, and Barry Zito to firm up the starting rotation. Can a team that turned over so many players, including departed marquee free agents Derek Jeter, Vladimir Guerrero and Carlos Beltran, contend for another league title? Will the strategy of trading away stud prospects and high draft picks for win-now players lead to years of cellar dwelling in the future? We’ll soon find out.
Team: Northwoods Moose
Manager: Corey Weisser
Key Signings: SP Tim Hudson, four years, $26.8 million; 3B Eric Chavez, four years, $10.4 million; RP Scott Linebrink, four years, $8.4 million; RP Justin Speier, three years, $7.8 million; C Mike Redmond, three years, $5.1 million
Years of smart drafting and saving have put Northwoods in position to be a perennial contender, stuffed with star players in their prime as well as rising young talent. After a two-year hiatus from the league throne, the Moose look ready to challenge for another World Series. Adding Tim Hudson to Cole Hamels, Ben Sheets and Roy Oswalt gives Corey Weisser one of his strongest starting rotations ever. Breakout seasons by B.J. Upton and Hanley Ramirez should play perfectly alongside Miguel Cabrera and Travis Hafner. The bullpen’s loaded thanks to the acquisitions of Scott Linebrink and Justin Speier, and Eric Chavez, at one time considered a future MVP candidate, is an excellent gamble at just $2.6 million a year. Watch out.

Team: Palo Alto Robber Barons
Manager: Dr. David Dick
Key Signings: 3B Alex Rodriguez, five years, $48.3 million
“Nice to meet you, I’m Dave. I’ll be taking the best player in the game now.” That’s more or less how Dr. Dick introduced himself to the rest of BrassWorld, spending the majority of his thin account on Alex Rodriguez and in the process making a 50-win team from 2007 a lot more interesting. The Robber Barons might need another year to fill in a proper supporting cast before they can make a deep playoff run. But how many teams can boast a better core than A-Rod, Jake Peavy, Justin Verlander, Joe Mauer and Mark Teixeira? There’s room for in-house improvement, with Stephen Drew on the upswing and Jason Bay on board after a buy-low trade. Oh, and Palo Alto also owns the #1 overall pick in the 2008 draft. Yikes.
Team: Port Richey Sandcranes
Manager: Fred Lambrecht
Key Signings: SP Roy Halladay, five years, $43.8 million; SP Javier Vazquez, five years, $34.3 million; OF Juan Pierre, five years, $13.8 million; RP Pedro Feliciano, five years, $12 million; 2B Mark Grudzielanek, two years, $5 million

Let no one ever say that GM Fred Lambrecht doesn’t know how to spend some money. The Sandcranes were easily the most aggressive buyers of the free agency period, landing two front-of-the-rotation starters for more than $78 million, then surrounding them with an assortment of mid-range talent. Love the aggressiveness, not sure about the execution. Did Port Richey really need Juan Pierre for five years, with Magglio Ordonez, Aaron Rowand, Vernon Wells, Carl Crawford and Juan Rivera all on board, and all but Rowand eligible to be kept beyond next season? What about a five-year deal for Pedro Feliciano, an undrafted reliever the Mets once found on the scrap heap? Port Richey looks like a likely playoff team, but if the team had diverted some funds toward, say, Derek Jeter, we could be talking about a possible World Series favorite.
Team: Taggart Titans
Manager: Mark Lentz
Key Signings: SP Chad Durbin, two years, $5 million
The Titans stormed into the 2007 playoffs with the best record in the National League, only to suffer a disappointing early exit. At first glance, you might think that Taggart’s conservative approach to the free-agent market stemmed from that upset. Not so. GM Mark Lentz pulled off one of the biggest trades in league history, acquiring a beloved Brewer in J.J. Hardy, along with Garrett Atkins and five others, as part of an 11-player deal. There’s enough here to challenge for a return trip to the postseason. But forget about that for a moment. A young core headed by Hardy, Atkins, James Shields, Yovanni Gallardo, Tom Gorzelanny, Chris B. Young, Casey Kotchman, Corey Hart and Adam Miller gives Taggart a very real shot at building a dynasty in the near future.
Team: Virginia Patriots
Manager: Mike Bardos
Key Signings: C Brian Schneider, three years, $10.8 million; SP Orlando Hernandez, two years, $8.4 million; RP Russ Springer, one year, $5.3 million; OF Johnny Damon, two years, $5 million; SS Felipe Lopez, three years, $4 million; SS Omar Vizquel, two years, $2 million
Lots of middle-class signings for a team that looks...well, pretty middle-class. Virginia supplemented its free-agent signings with a trade for lights-out closer Joe Nathan. The Patriots could win plenty of games with their pitching too, as Nathan is joined by Billy Wagner in the bullpen, in support of a starting rotation that includes Cy Young winner C.C. Sabathia, as well as Derek Lowe and El Duque. But is there enough hitting on board  to make noise in the Aaron division? Kevin Youkilis, Nick Markakis, Robinson Cano, Paul Konerko and Andre Ethier form a good, but not great foundation. Virginia should improve on its 72-win effort from 2007; in an NL race that could see several teams go into rebuilding mode, that might be enough to play into October.
Team: West Oakland Wolverines
Manager: Bill Ziem
Key Signings: SP Jason Marquis, five years, $19.5 million; OF Carlos Lee, four years, $15.6 million; OF Franklin Gutierrez, five years, $10.5 million; OF Jacque Jones, three years, $7.2 million
WOW is exactly what a lot of fellow league members had to be saying after West Oakland’s big-money signing of Jason Marquis. While Marquis gets high marks for being one of the better Jewish pitchers of all-time (see accompanying story on top 18 boychiks in MLB history), he’ll earn four million a year for the next five seasons because of the scarcity of available starting pitching, more than anything. How the Wolverines play out beyond that is an open question. There’s some legitimate hitting here with Carlos Lee, Adrian Gonzalez, Kenji Johjima, Aaron Hill and Jose Reyes, but the starting pitching might be a little thin, at least until Jacob McGee and Phil Humber round into form. 

