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Suzuki wins tightest MVP race in four years

NEWY ORK (AP)— Ichiro Suzuki
won his fourth Most Valuable Player
Award, just likeBarry Bonds. Only the
first three camein Japan.

“There’'sno way | can comparethe
MVPsin the two countries,” Suzuki
said Tuesday after hebecameonly the
second rookie MV P in the major
leagues. “No matter how many timesl
wonMYV PinJapan, that doesnot mean
| could play with total confidence.”

Suzuki, who came to the major
leagues after nine seasonsin Japan’'s
PacificLeague, received 11 first-place
votesand 289 pointstowintheAmeri-
can League MVP in balloting by the
Baseball Writers’ Association of
America.

Jason Giambi, last year’'sAL MVP,
got eight first-place votes and 281
points. It was the tightest MV P race

since Juan Gonzalez defeated Alex
Rodriguez 290-287 for the 1996 AL
award and tied for the 10th-narrowest
victory marginsinceMV Pawardsbe-
ganin1931.

“1 didn’'t expect | would be the one
towin,” Suzuki said through atrans-
lator.

The only other rookie to win the
MV PwasBoston’sFredLynnin 1975.
Last week, Suzuki received 27 of 28
first-place votesin balloting for AL
Rookie of the Year.

The28-year-old outfielder, thefirst
rookietowinabattingtitlesince Tony
Olivain 1964, led the AL with a.350
average and topped the maj or leagues
with 56 stolen bases, impressing vot-
erswith his speed and hisstrong arm.
His 242 hitswere arookierecord, the
most for anyonesinceBill Terry’s254

for the 1930 New York Giants.

Suzuki was the Pacific League's
MVPin1994, 1995 and 1996, andwon
seven batting titles before joining the
Marinersand becoming thefirst Japa-
nesenon-pitcher inthemajor leagues.

“A year ago, wemadeabid, gasped
and held our breath, wondering what
this guy really was going to give us,”
said L ee Pelekoudas, the Mariners’
vice president of baseball administra-
tion. “Doingit thisquickly isamazing.
He's doneit with dignity and profes-
sionalism.”

Past AL MV PsincludeL ou Gehrig,
Ted Williams, Joe DiMaggio and
Mickey Mantle, icons for baseball
playersin Japan as well as North
America.

“To be among those great |egends,
great players, | cannot be a regular,

ordinary player anymore,” Suzuki
said. “| just need to play to makefans
happy ... makemy team, maybeoppos-
ing teams, enjoy my play.”
Heknowshe'sraising hisprofilein
theUnited States, butit’sstill nowhere
near itslevel in Japan.
“Sincetheseason, | wentintoaham-
burger shop and nobody bothered me,”
he said with a smile at anews confer-
encein Seattle.
Suzuki said it'shisvariety of skills
that makehiman MV P-caliber player.
“1 think balanceisvery important to
me,” he said. “If even one element is
missing, | can’t beagood player.”
Giambi batted .342 with 38 homers
and 120 RBIsfor the Oakland Athlet-
ics, then became afree agent after the
World Series. Heisexpectedtobeone
of the most sought-after free agents,

and the New York Yankees intend to
aggressively court him.
Seattlesecond baseman Bret Boone,
who hit .331 with 37 homersand 141
RBIs, was third in the balloting with
sevenfirst-placevotesand 259 points,
followed by Cleveland second
baseman Roberto Alomar (165),
Gonzalez (156) and Rodriguez (141).
“1 thought both Boone and Ichiro
werevery deserving,” Mariners man-
ager LouPiniellasaid. 1’ mpleasedto
seelchirowon. Hehad an outstanding
season. Heledtheleagueinhitting, sto-
len bases and was outstanding in right
field. Butl’ mdisappointedfor Boonie.
Hehad and MV P-type season also.”
Boone also isafree agent, and it's
unclearif hewill stay withtheMariners.
“For the 2002 season, | hope we
could eat rice balls together again,”

Suzuki said.

He isn't bothered by rumors that
Seattle may trade for or sign another
leadoff hitter and drophimdowninthe
batting order. It wouldn’t change
Suzuki’'sstyle.

“If | start to hit with only power, |
wouldgetlostwithwhol am,” hesaid.

Seattle paid the Orix Blue Wave
$13,125,000 after the 2000 season for
the rights to Suzuki, then gave him &
three-year contract that guaranteec
him $14,088,000. It turned out to be
bargain.

Suzuki, whogot a$75,000 bonusfor
winning the rookie award, gets &
$150,000 bonusfor the MV P. Giambi
gets $75,000 for finishing second,
Alomar $100,000for fourth, Gonzalez
$100,000 for fifth and Rodriguez
$50,000 for sixth.
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