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KISSIMMEE -- John Smoltz wants to finish what he started -which is starting.

Smoltz reported for spring training with the Atlanta Braves acting like an excited
rookie, not the longest-tenured member of the team. After three seasons as one of
baseball's most dominant closers, the 37-year-old righthander is back in the
rotation.

Turns out, that's where he wanted to be all along.

"I always loved starting," Smoltz said Saturday before an afternoon workout. "I
never put it out of my mind."

A few years ago, the Braves believed they could extend Smoltz's career by moving
him to the bullpen. He was coming off his third elbow operation, and his fierce
competitiveness seemed perfectly suited for high-pressure, highprofile job of
closer.

No one complained about the results. Smoltz had 144 saves over the last three
seasons, including an NL-record 55 in 2002. But his elbow began hurting again -- a
fourth operation followed an '03 playoff loss -- and he always felt the tug of
wanting to start a game, not finish it.

Smoltz made his wishes known to general manager John Schuerholz, who didn't go
out of his way to accommodate the pitcher but knew he had to replace starters
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Jaret Wright and Russ Ortiz.

When the Braves worked out a deal for Milwaukee closer Dan Kolb, Smoltz got the
call he wanted: He won't be called in from the bullpen anymore.

"I'm in my 20th spring training," he said. "I'm supposed to be like, 'Oh, here we go
again.' But I'm pretty fired up."

Smoltz took a 10-minute turn on the mound during batting practice Saturday. The
reviews were promising.

"He looks good," hitting coach Terry Pendleton said. "He's already got a lot of
movement on his pitches."

Smoltz, who won the 1996 Cy Young Award as a starter, is attempting an
unprecedented flipflop-flip.

He was one of the few pitchers -- Dennis Eckersley comes to mind first -- who went
from being an accomplished starter to a dominant reliever. And no one has started
a game after entering the 50-saves-in-a-season club.

"It takes an amazing athlete to go back to it like that," manager Bobby Cox said.
"Few and far between have even attempted it."

There is some concern, of course, that the strain of working more than 200 innings
in a season -- compared to the 81 2-3 that Smoltz pitched last season -- could lead
to a career-ending injury.

Cox and pitching coach Leo Mazzone will keep a close eye on Smoltz in the early
part of the season, trying to ensure he doesn't put too much strain on his elbow. He
may be starting games, but it will be a while before he's given a chance to complete
them.

Smoltz isn't worried about the potential for injury. He is convinced that he put just
as much -- if not more -- strain on his elbow as a reliever.



"People say I was extending my career in the bullpen," he said. "I never had a
feeling on that one way or the other."

Smoltz's documented workload as a reliever doesn't take into account all the times
he got up to throw but didn't get in the game. And a closer must have a different
mentality than a starter. Every pitch is thrown with maximum effort. There's no
chance to set up a hitter with off-speed pitches, hoping it will pay off the next time
up.

After listening to Smoltz and talking with their own medical experts, the Braves
decided it was worth the gamble to make their closer a starter again.

"There is some unknown to it," Schuerholz said. "But based on our knowledge of
John, since he's been with us all these years and we know what a professional he is,
we felt this was the right thing to do."

Even before the Braves traded for Kolb, Smoltz already was working out like he
was going to be a starter. He set up a grueling offseason regimen that included
four-hour workouts three times a week.

Having pitched on both ends of a game, he knew a trade secret: A closer can get by
without being in peak physical condition, but it doesn't work that way for a starter.

Smoltz and former 20-game winner Tim Hudson -- another offseason acquisition -
- are now at the top of the rotation, giving the Braves the sort of 1-2 power punch
they have lacked in recent years.


