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Nobody expected it would be easy for the Rays to make it back to the playoffs after their breakthrough 2008 season. Of course, nobody imagined it would be possible for the Rays to have the kind of season they enjoyed in 2008. 

Except, that is, manager Joe Maddon, who gave his players T-shirts emblazoned with the equation "9=8" long before the All-Star break was even on the horizon. The equation meant that 9 players working together on the field would result in the Rays being one of 8 teams in the playoffs. 

So, as you might imagine, a slow start to the 2009 season isn't exactly causing a panic in the Tampa Bay clubhouse. 

I spoke with Maddon in his Port Charlotte, Fla., office for an hour this spring. You can find that Sporting News Conversation is in the latest issue of out magazine, but there was plenty of great content that we just didn't have room to run in the magazine. A sampling: 

SN: You guys seem to be more of a family than any organization in baseball.
MADDON: I know where I came from was kind of like this -- the Angels -- that's what we nurtured over there. The chemistry involved, the trust that is built, the relationships -- all these things are really, really important. More important, actually, I believe, in regard to creating something that will be successful for many years to come and not just being a flash-in-the-pan type of thing. We're building this for the long haul. 

SN: I've heard you use both words, so, to you, what's the difference between "talking" and "visiting"?
MADDON: When I was in Anaheim as a coach, people would often ask me what was the most important thing I did as a major league coach. And my answer was to listen. When it comes to talking or visiting, regardless of what form of semantics you want to utilize, to me, it's about listening. 

The player just needs to be heard, and often times they will solve their own problems. If they just get it off their chest and you're willing to listen without judgment or without formulating your answer before they ever get done, then you can actually get something out of that conversation. I learned that a long time ago, especially on the major league level. Major League Baseball players need to be listened to sincerely. That's the best way to help them. 

SN: How important is having a good coaching staff?
MADDON: Twice I've been in the World Series, and twice the coaching staff's made a remarkable impact -- on the Angels going to the World Series (in 2002) and the Rays going to the World Series last year. I just want it to be known that sometimes coaching staffs are overlooked. 

I know from many years of experience, from ownership perspective or a general manager's perspective, it's like you can almost get anybody to be these different coaches -- and there's a danger in thinking that way. With us, we don't. Our guys were very impactful on our season last year. They do the brunt of the work. They do the communication with the players on a daily basis because the manager's job is so diverse these days, it's difficult to get all this stuff done. Our guys were relentless in regard to getting everything done daily, so I didn't have to worry about a lot of the detail stuff. 

From my perspective, being in a position to be voted manager of the year speaks to the players but also speaks heavily to the coaching staff. 

SN: Veteran reliever Troy Percival got a ton of credit early last year for sparking the turnaround. Was that oversold at all?
MADDON: No. He was that important. You know what, it was easy to forget how important he was because when it got rolling, after his 27 saves and he got hurt, it was easy to forget what Percy had done. 

But I have not forgotten. Not only in regard to the 27 wins he saved, but from the first day in spring training when he's walking around the clubhouse and our guys had never seen anything like this. He walks right into the coaches' room with a cup of coffee and starts (talking) with the coaching staff, then goes out and gives the young guys a hard time trying to loosen them up a bit, trying to challenge them on different items that professionals should be. Really, he was a part of our culture that did not exist to that point. And as the season was in progress, he makes J.P. (Howell) better. He makes Grant Balfour better. 

SN: Have you always been big into finding baseball advice in books?
MADDON: Honestly, when I first began this in 1981, I became a minor league manager and a scout. I'm just starting out, and I didn't really have any good ideas. I was just trying to figure out what this was all about. I remember getting to a certain point and I just had this thought -- I want to become more analytical. 

That was the thought, and I had no idea what that meant or how to do it. So I picked up a book, Stephen Covey's The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. That was the first one. It really started to motivate me to think in these terms, maybe more philosophical, looking at a different way to get your point across as opposed to using quotes from players who played in the '40s and '50s and such. They'd put those on the board, and they were supposed to be motivational. Well, I never saw it that way. 

I liked Vince Lombardi; he said some great stuff. A lot of the other sports, football in particular, were more academically rooted. A lot of the coaches came from a more collegiate background, so you get more of that. I was a football player, and I got that when I played football in high school and college. So maybe that's what motivated me there, too. I believe in all that stuff. I know what it does for me. It creates, for me, the right thought. 

And we're all about thoughts. Everything we do all day is about thoughts. You are what you think all day long; we all are. So it was very important to me to understand that. And sometimes I over-think, too, and I've got to just shut 'er down. And I'll just have an extra glass of wine so I can put my mind to rest. I'm always looking for a different or better way to explain something to our group, so they think in a fresh new way. 

SN: What is your lasting impression of those World Series games in Philadelphia?
MADDON: My lasting impression ... that they were good games, and they just beat us. They beat us badly the one game, but otherwise they were close games. Other than knowing it was cold -- and I'm not blaming the weather -- I have no regrets in regard to what happened and how it happened. 

I kept looking at the Phillies and thinking, They play a lot like we do. So I'm looking in the mirror at basically the same thing, and there's no telling how it's going to break. One or the other's going to have to come up with a big knock or whatever, and they got the couple big knocks and we didn't. I thought it was a really well played series by two really evenly matched teams. I was very proud, personally, to be part of that situation. 

SN: The incident when you benched outfielder B.J. Upton last season for not running out a grounder ... how did that make you guys a better team? 
MADDON: It's something that's one of our principles in regard to what we do here -- we run hard to first base. B.J. was not, in my estimation, doing that all the time. And there were many times I talked with him about prior to that, but it came down to that one moment and I just had to do it. 

From B.J.'s perspective, I know he was probably embarrassed by it. He probably never wants for it to happen again, and to his credit, he never made an excuse or blamed anybody but himself. That's the other part of what we're trying to establish, the accountability factor, which all these veterans bring in, too. I think B.J. learned a lot of great lessons from that personally, and I think it probably served to motivate him a little bit more strongly toward the second half of the season. 

And, as a group, you've got to even think beyond the clubhouse here. It impacts everybody within the minor league system. It makes it somewhat easier for a minor league manager to do the same thing now, and really get our concepts in place. And, after all, we're not asking for a whole lot. I mean, I have very few rules. I'm not a big believer in rules at all. One of them is, I want you to run hard to first base. If somebody hits four ground balls to second base tomorrow, and let's say for the sake of easy math that he's a 4-flat runner to first base. That's 16 seconds out of his day we're asking for. I'm asking for 16 concerted, effort-full seconds out of your entire day to make me happy and make the organization better. 

I think, when you do that, it permeates the rest of your game. The rest of your game is impacted in a positive way because you have just run hard to first base. I believe that. And I also believe it impacts the pitchers because they see that, and they appreciate that also. Your esteem within your peer group, it rises. Just from that simple effort that anybody can control. 

SN: Talk to me about what you told David Price this spring.
MADDON: Basically with David, we had our meeting like we've had with everybody, and with him we talked specifically about what we'd like to see him get accomplished for him to become our fifth starter. 

And that would be fastball command. We talked about the completion of the mastery of the changeup. Primarily those two things. With that thought, with the command of those pitches, being able to pitch deeper into games. Pitch-count wise, he was a little bit high in (Class AAA) Durham for a bit. Primarily that, and even to a certain extent, controlling the running game. A lot of the little things. 

A lot of people see David from a distance as being a finished product. He's close, but he's not quite there yet. That's our concern. And the other part was about building him into "X" number of innings. We don't believe in making a huge jump in our young starters. We like to stay right about a 20 percent increase, so for him that would be maybe 30 more innings than he threw last year, or something in that vicinity. That would be optimal. So obviously we're going to remain cognizant of that. And then next year, we'll be able to jump him to 200 and then further. We really believe in that. 

I know you'll get an argument from other more conventional-wisdom types who think that's ridiculous, but, again, we believe that. It's just about what we believe within our organization. That guy is so mature. You're talking to a man; you're not talking to a kid. He understands this, he gets it. And he's very motivated to show us that he's going to get this stuff done fast. 

He knows he belongs here, and we know he belongs here. But we want it to be at the right time, with all the bells and whistles firmly attached so that when he gets here, he's able to go out there and compete in a way that he's not going to be overmatched at any point because his fastball command's not quite there or the changeup's not quite there yet. 

SN: Are you guys more worried about injury, or making sure the young pitchers are ready to face major league hitters on a regular basis?
MADDON: A lot of it has to do with injury. If you jump somebody too much, you can look into the next season and see all the pitfalls that occur, where guys will develop different problems because of such a dramatic jump in their workload. 

SN: Any specific injuries in the past that have scared you?
MADDON: Andrew (Rays executive vice president of baseball operations Andrew Friedman) could give them to you. He's got them. I rely on the paperwork from the guys upstairs. They're pretty solid. 

Last year, (James) Shields pitched 215 innings in the regular season. Now, he went over that because of the postseason last year. And two years ago, Kaz (Scott Kazmir) might have been fifth in the number of pitches thrown in all of the major leagues. We've got to be really careful with all that stuff. These are young guys. They're not long in the tooth, they're not 30-something and they haven't been doing this for a long time. We're trying to take care of them for their sake as well as for our sake. This is what we believe. 

If you look at the results from last year, it was pretty good, in regards to the number of starts these guys made. And there's a certain amount of luck involved with all this stuff, but I know our training staff is fabulous. It's a combination of our philosophy, our medical side of things and the fact that we have some talented guys. 

SN: It's got to be tough, though, sometimes, when a guy like Shields or (Matt) Garza is locked in late in a game and doesn't want to come out. You ever forget in the heat of the game?
MADDON: I don't have to remind myself. Believe me, it's locked in. I'm rooted in development. I never played in the big leagues, so my approach to this thing may be different from some people. I really felt it was necessary to get to the big leagues as a coach first for a period of time to really observe what was going on, and I did. I listened and watched for the 10 years that I was a major league coach in preparation for becoming a major league manager. 

So I'm watching this stuff all the time. But, I know from my minor league years what it takes to develop a player, what it's supposed to look like, what it's supposed to feel like, what it's supposed to taste like. I really feel like I have a good sense of all that. 

And winning one game -- now, we want to win them all -- but winning one game at the expense of somebody's career and us hanging flags in the future, I'm not going to do that. I have seen the other side, where you become greedy a little bit, you ask for too much and all of a sudden you get to that moment where, boom, and it's all just going to go away. I want us to be here for the long haul. 
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