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      AUTHOR’S NOTE


      This book was inspired by the success and wild popularity of Ichiro Suzuki, Hideki Matsui and other stars from Japan. It was

         written for North Americans, contemporary fans of Major League Baseball, with little or no knowledge of the Japanese game.

         This paperback printing incorporates a certain number of corrections to the original edition, as well as a small amount of

         supplemental material for updating purposes.

      


   

      PROLOGUE


      PROFESSIONAL SPORTS IN NORTH AMERICA HAVE GONE GLOBAL. THE National Football League regularly plays several preseason exhibition games abroad, and it has a subsidiary loop in Europe.

         The NBA features players from Croatia to China, and telecasts of its games can be seen in every time zone in the world. The

         National Hockey League draws on talent from Scandinavia, Russia and several different Eastern European countries. Yet, of

         all the professional sports in North America, it may be Major League Baseball that has become the most internationalized.

      


      As of Opening Day of the 2004 MLB season, players born outside the United States and Canada constituted more than a quarter

         of all big league rosters (and the percentage in the minor leagues was nearly half). Twenty-one of the participants in the

         2003 All-Star Game were foreign born, while the contest itself was beamed to 200 different countries. Only two of the nine

         Florida Marlins starters in the final game of the 2003 World Series were American citizens.

      


      This represents quite a change from the previous generation, when foreign players were more of a novelty. Excessive expansion

         had threatened to dilute the quality of play, but the influx of players from Latin America and the Caribbean has, in the words

         of sportswriter Thomas Boswell, “served to reinvigorate the sport.” And in recent years, Asia has played an increasingly larger

         role in that reinvigoration.

      


      The Republic of Korea, whose passion for the high school game dates back to 1905, has already produced a handful of notables

         from its amateur ranks: Consider beefy stud pitcher Chan Ho Park (6′2′′, 205), who pitched well for the Los Angeles Dodgers

         before moving to the Texas Rangers, where injuries sidelined him; and Byung-Hyun Kim, the relief ace with the submarine delivery

         who helped the Arizona Diamondbacks win a World Series in 2001. Kim is particularly remembered for two ignominious deeds:

         giving up back-to-back walk-off home runs to the Yankees in the 2001 World Series, and extending the middle-digit salute to

         Fenway Park fans during pregame introductions at the opening of the American League Division Series in Boston in 2003, after

         he was booed for a string of bad pitching performances. Other major league notables include Seoul-born Braves reliever Jung

         Bong and 6′5′′, 240-pound first baseman Hee Seop Choi.

      


      Waiting back home on the Korean peninsula was a right fielder for the Hyundai Unicorns, Shim Jeong-soo, noted for his power

         and his gung-ho attitude. Korean baseball’s home run record holder, meanwhile, Lee Seung-yeop, who hit 56 out of the park

         in 2003, an all-time Asian high, was headed for Japan.

      


      Taiwan, winner of 17 Little League world titles, has produced a number of young prospects who have been snapped up by hungry

         major league scouts: Lo Ching Lung of the Rockies, outfielder Chin-Feng Chen (the first Taiwanese position player to appear

         in a pro game in the U.S.), Hu Chin Lung of the Dodgers, Wu Chao Kuan of the Mariners, and Chi-hui Tsao of the Rockies. Taiwan

         established its own professional loop in 1990, the Chinese Professional League. Readers who want to know more about the history

         of baseball in Korea and Taiwan (and other Asian nations like China, where former major leaguers Jim LeFebvre and Bruce Hurst

         were invited to coach the national team in the 2003 Asian Games) should read the prize-winning Taking in a Game, by Joseph Reaves.

      


      The most influential Asian country by far, however, has been Japan, which has the longest baseball history of all. Amateur

         play extends back to the early 1870s, while the nation’s professional game is seven decades old and rich in tradition. Nippon

         Professional Baseball had produced a 400-game winner (Masaichi Kaneda), a 1,000-base stealer (Yutaka Fukumoto) and a slugger

         supreme in the form of one Sadaharu Oh, who hit 868 lifetime home runs, more than Hank Aaron or Babe Ruth.

      


      In the decade since Hideo Nomo first tested the waters at Vero Beach in 1995, almost two dozen Japanese have donned the uniform

         of a major league team, many of them becoming household names, like the aforementioned Nomo and the iconic Ichiro Suzuki.

         Collectively they have instructed Americans that there is another way to play the game.

      


      The Japanese may not play baseball with the looseness and joy of the Americans, but they love the game just as much and they

         play it as if they mean it. They have a respect for the sport that is sometimes lacking in the U.S., and, as such, they have

         much to offer.

      


      Perhaps more important, they have also added a new dimension to the financial makeup of MLB, as evidenced by the hundreds

         of millions of dollars major league teams have earned from selling TV rights in Japan as well as from the sales of tickets

         and merchandise to Japanese tourists flocking to the U.S. From 2001-2003, sales of Ichiro-related goods surpassed those of

         any other Seattle Mariner in history for a similar period, including those of Alex Rodriguez and Ken Griffey Jr., while during

         Hideki Matsui’s rookie year in New York, Yankee jerseys bearing his autograph were being sold to visiting Japanese for a whopping

         $2,000 apiece. Matsui’s popularity with his fellow countrymen, and the vast lucre it represented, was such that George Steinbrenner,

         in an unprecedented move, allowed the New York Yankees to travel 8,000 miles, from Tampa to Tokyo, to play Opening Day in

         Japan in 2004. There, in another historical first, his players wore advertising patches promoting Ricoh Copiers on their uniforms,

         making them look not unlike NASCAR drivers. In recognition of Matsui’s financial importance to New York, the city made the

         Yankee left fielder an official “tourism ambassador” to Japan.

      


      As a result of all this, scouts from the leading major league baseball clubs have established a permanent presence in Japan,

         scouring high schools, colleges and the pro leagues for fresh talent.

      


      Because of linguistic difficulties and other factors, not that much is really known about those individuals who have made

         their marks on the American consciousness. Who are they? Where do they come from? What makes them tick? How do they regard

         their own experiences and their impact on our game, and what lessons can we learn from them? This book is meant to answer

         those questions.

      


   

      1


      THE EDUCATION OF ICHIRO


      A person does not live alone. Our lives are not our own. They are a gift from heaven. Just like our physical bodies. We are

         created and nurtured by our parents, by all mankind, by the wind and the rain, by the food we eat and countless other things

         that have supported our hearts, soul, spirit. So, in a sense, they are not really our bodies. We live because we are allowed

         to live. I taught this to my son Ichiro again and again.

      


      NOBUYUKI SUZUKI


      HE HAD PLAYED BASEBALL ALL HIS LIFE. HE HAD APPROACHED the sport with a passion and conviction that few of his contemporaries could match. For that, he had his father, a former

         high school pitcher, to thank. When he was three years old, his father had given him his first baseball glove and initiated

         daily games of catch. Made of shiny red leather, it was the most expensive type available at sporting goods counters in and

         around Toyoyama, a sparsely populated suburb of industrial, smog-bound Nagoya, where the Suzuki family lived. The boy’s mother

         had strenuously objected that at half a month’s wages, it was far too costly a toy for a small child, but the father had been

         resolute.

      


      “It’s not a toy,” he had said. “It’s a tool that will teach him the value of things.”


      Nobuyuki Suzuki was a Buddhist/Shintoist who believed that all inanimate things—rocks, trees, lakes, baseball gloves—were

         animated with spirit, that they were created by a higher force and deserved to be treated with respect and gratitude. He demanded that his son Ichiro follow their daily games of catch in the backyard with a ritualistic cleaning

         and oiling of the glove (a habit that the son continued to follow religiously for the next three decades).

      


      At age seven, the boy, Ichiro, had joined a local youth baseball team, which played on weekends; shortly after that, he asked

         his father to teach him the proper way to play the game.

      


      The father in turn asked his son if he could commit himself to practice every day, to stick without deviation to the endeavor,

         all the way to the end. Could he promise? The answer was yes.

      


      “Good, then,” said the father. “We have a deal. Make sure you keep your end of it.”


      Thus did practice—and what would prove to be Nobuyuki’s lifelong mission—begin in earnest. At 3:30 every afternoon, the father

         would excuse himself from the small family-owned electrical parts factory he managed and join his son at a neighborhood Little

         League ballpark, an island of manicured grass and raked earth set amongst suburban rice fields and newly built residential

         houses, bringing with him bats, gloves and a suitcase filled with hard rubber balls. The daily routine included some jogging

         and a light game of catch to start, then the boy would throw 50 pitches, hit 200 balls tossed to him by his father, and finally

         finish up with infield and outfield defensive fungo drills of 50 balls each. The father, a slightly built man who as an amateur

         ballplayer had been distinguished more by his desire than real ability, taught his naturally right-handed son to swing from

         the left side, which he explained would give him an extra two or three steps’ advantage on the sprint to first base. He also

         taught him to swing so that he would always be in a position to run.

      


      On the way home, around seven o’clock, they would stop at a shop for ice cream, then after dinner and homework, father and

         son would set out once more, this time to a nearby batting center, located in the shadow of the city’s international airport

         and named, fittingly enough, “Airport Batting Center.” The boy would take 250 to 300 swings against a pitching machine. He

         would assume his stance, imitating the star batters he saw on television like Yasushi Tao, the smooth-swinging line-drive-hitting

         outfielder of the Chunichi Dragons—the thwack of bat against ball competing with the roar of the passenger jets taking off

         and landing down the road. The father would stand behind the net, monitoring his son’s form, scolding him if he swung at a

         ball that was outside of an imagined strike zone. The batting center closed at 11 P.M. and quite often the Suzuki team was still there when it did. Then, before bed, the father would massage the soles of his

         son’s feet, in the belief that the foot with all its nerve endings was the key to a sound body.

      


      “If the feet are healthy, you are healthy,” he liked to say.


      This routine went on every day for several years, regardless of the heat or cold, rain or snow. During this time, Nobuyuki

         Suzuki became known in the neighborhood simply as san-ji-han otoko (the 3:30 man) for his compulsive habit of leaving work early to play baseball with his son.

      


      Ichiro, whose name meant “most cheerful boy,” was not always so cheerful about practicing, especially during the harsh winter

         days of central Japan, when his fingers grew so numb from the frigid air that he could not button his shirt.

      


      Once, denied permission to leave practice early to play with his friends, he sat down in the middle of the field in protest

         and refused to budge. The father angrily began to throw balls at his son, but the boy’s reflexes were so fast that he would

         move his body an inch to the left or right and the ball would whiz harmlessly by, or else a hand would shoot up, like the

         automatic flag on a Nagoya taxi meter, and snare a bullet headed for the bridge of his nose.

      


      “That kid of mine,” Nobuyuki would later write. “He was really stubborn, willful. Sometimes I got so mad at him. But it was

         also times like that that I knew he was something special. He had a great natural talent.”

      


      That Ichiro was preternaturally talented became ever more apparent as he grew. In the sixth grade, as a rail-thin child who

         lacked power and strength, he still had better baseball skills than most high school players. He hit the pitching machines

         so well at the Airport Batting Center, which he now frequented with his father as often as four times a day, that Nobuyuki

         asked the superintendent there to increase the speed. At first, when Ichiro was in the third grade, the speed was set at 65

         miles an hour, which he handled easily, be it fastball, curveball or shooto (a kind of screwball), the different pitches which the machine could be set to throw. Within three years, he was hitting

         balls at 75 miles per hour, but then even that became too easy, so the manager at the batting center jerry-rigged a machine

         for his special client with a spring attachment that upped the speed to 80 miles per hour. That, he said, was the absolute

         limit. But in time the boy complained it still wasn’t fast enough. Eventually, when Ichiro turned 15, the superintendent would

         physically move the machine itself several feet closer to the batter’s box, creating, in effect, a 93-mile-an-hour pitch (the

         equivalent of an upper-limit fastball in Japan’s professional leagues at the time). His most frequent customer easily mastered

         even this.

      


      Throughout all the batting center sessions, Ichiro’s father continued to stand behind home plate, making sure his son only

         swung at strikes. This was not an inexpensive proposition. One set, or “game” as it was called, cost the rough equivalent

         of a dollar for 25 pitches, and as the machine was somewhat erratic, pitches not infrequently missed the mark. Although Nobuyuki

         could not be described as a wealthy man, he uncomplainingly bore the cost.

      


      Nobuyuki also devised what he called a “life or death” drill, in which he stood just six feet away from his son and delivered

         pitches that Ichiro was required to swat to the left or right sides of the diamond in order to avoid hitting his father. It

         was a perilous exercise, because from the fifth grade they had begun using a much harder professional-league-approved ball—hard

         enough to cause concussions and broken bones if directed with enough force at the human body. The father believed the risk

         was necessary to teach his son bat control.

      


      In addition, the father, who had been an avid golfer until he decided to devote all his free hours to his son’s baseball training,

         also tried to incorporate the basic elements of a golf swing into Ichiro’s batting form, the idea being to shift weight from

         one foot to the other while completing the swing, to get the entire body fully behind the motion. The result was the eventual

         development of a style of hitting in which Ichiro swept his front foot in the air pendulum-style as he went into his swing.

         It was a batting form that Ichiro kept all throughout his Japan career, one which also made it look as though he were running

         before he had even finished his swing.

      


      Through it all, the father tried to inculcate in his son his philosophy of life, the four principles of which were doryoku, konj[image: art], nintai, and ch[image: art]wa (effort, fighting spirit, patience and harmony). Likened by some to the ethos of the bushi or samurai, dating back to the days of the medieval warrior, to Nobuyuki, they were merely the guiding principles that he

         had learned from his parents. By all accounts, Ichiro had little difficulty in assimilating them. As a child, he was self-composed

         and betrayed little emotion. Unlike others on his Little League team, he did not jump up and down after a big play. Instead,

         he acted as if hitting a home run or winning a game in the ninth inning was the most natural thing in the world. He had the

         word sh[image: art]ch[image: art] or “concentration” ink-brushed on his glove. It was a state of mind he endlessly sought to maintain.

      


      By the time Ichiro was 12, he had his heart set on a professional career, as an excerpt from a sixth-grade essay he composed

         made clear:

      


      My dream when I grow up is to be a first-class professional baseball player …. I have the confidence to do the necessary practice

         to reach that goal. I started practicing from age three. From the age of nine I have practiced baseball 360 out of 365 days

         a year and I practice hard. I only had five to six hours (in a year) to play with my friends. That’s how much I practiced.

         So I think I can surely become a pro. I will play in junior high and high school. When I graduate I will enter the pros. My

         dream is to join the Seibu Lions or the Chunichi Dragons. My goal is a contract signing bonus of 100 million yen.

      


      According to published reports, he was, by this time, already practicing his autograph.


      Years later, sportswriters reading Nobuyuki’s published account of his sessions with Ichiro would find echoes of Kyojin no Hoshi, an enormously popular cartoon series that first appeared in the 1960s in manga or comic form and was later adapted for television. It told the story of a young boy’s long and difficult climb to stardom

         with the Tokyo Yomiuri Giants, Japan’s quintessential professional team. The protagonist learns the game under the tutelage

         of his father, an impoverished postwar laborer who takes his son to a practice field and subjects him to hours’ worth of fierce

         training that leave him battered and bloodied and crying from pain.

      


      “The only way to become a man and succeed in life,” the father says at one point, “is to suffer and persevere.” Through years

         of enduring such hardship, the boy grows into a sinewy young man and becomes a star pitcher for the mighty Kyojin (Giants), a left-handed smokethrower who can make a pitched baseball perform impossible gyrations. “Hoshi,” the boy’s name, was also a homonym for “star.”

      


      Kyojin no Hoshi was grounded in the harsh work ethic that Japan embraced as the nation clawed its way up from the ashes of war. It also informed

         the way the country approached the game of baseball in the postwar decades. Several sequels followed until changing generational

         attitudes began to result in a somewhat less rigorous approach to the art of cultivating young ballplayers.

      


      Although Nobuyuki bristled at such comparisons—“Baseball was fun for both of us,” he insisted—Ichiro found them rather close

         to the mark.

      


      “It might have been fun for him,” he said, “but for me it was a lot like Kyojin no Hoshi. It bordered on hazing and I suffered a lot. But I also couldn’t say no to him. He was doing his utmost to help me.”

      


      Meiden


      By the time Ichiro entered junior high school in 1985, Nobuyuki had become so convinced his son possessed the ability to make

         it as a professional, he went to see the coach of the school’s baseball team with two requests:

      


      “Do whatever you want with my son,” he said, “but please don’t change his batting form. He has worked a long time to perfect

         it.”

      


      And then he added the kicker: “No matter how good Ichiro is, don’t ever praise him. We have to make him spiritually strong.”


      With afternoon sessions now out of the question because of the year-round practice routine school teams in Japan required,

         Nobuyuki shifted into a different kind of support mode. He continued to leave his factory at 3:30 every day, but now he went

         to observe his son’s after-school practices. He would stand there behind the backstop, hands in his pockets, and watch silently

         as Ichiro and his teammates went through their paces. As long as his son was on the practice field, he would not sit down,

         because his son could not sit down. It was a kind of moral reinforcement. He would drive his son home in the family car after

         practice and when dinner had been eaten, he would take him to the batting center for their nightly two-hour session, often

         staying there until the place was closed down. Then it was time for homework and Nobuyuki would always stay awake in case

         Ichiro had questions that needed to be answered. Neither father nor son ever went to bed before 2 A.M. during this period and never until Nobuyuki had capped the day off with the nightly foot massage.

      


      A big problem was Ichiro’s abnormally slender physique, especially since the boy was a starting pitcher as well as the team’s

         cleanup hitter. He was a notoriously fussy eater. His dislike of vegetables was exceeded only by his fondness for Kobe filet

         steak and sashimi, two of the most expensive items on the menu in Japan. So Nobuyuki proposed a deal that would put a huge

         dent in his pocket. He offered to allow Ichiro to consume all the Kobe beef and raw tuna he wished as long as he ate a lot

         and drank abundant quantities of milk at the same time. Ichiro agreed, much to the reported displeasure of his mother, whose

         say in her second child’s upbringing had been steadily diminished.

      


      Ichiro led his junior high school team in pitching, hitting and fielding for three years running, at the conclusion of which

         he and his father were besieged by high school baseball scouts.

      


      At this point, a major choice was to be made. In junior high school, Ichiro’s marks were so impressive that teachers thought

         he might gain admission to Todai, Japan’s top university, if he applied himself in his studies. But that meant he had to choose

         between attending a rigorous top-ranked academic high school and enduring what was known in Japan as “Examination Hell,” as

         the admission tests for Japan’s top colleges were called, or going to a top-ranked baseball school, to prepare for a career

         in the pros. After what appears to be not a great deal of agonizing, he opted for the latter. Once there, he stopped studying

         and, by his own admission, “slept in class.”

      


      In Japan, high school baseball was almost a religion—akin to Texas high school football, only more so. It had a long, honored

         tradition that dated back to the Meiji Era (1868-1912). Indeed, by the time the first professional league was established

         in 1936, high school baseball already had a 50-year history. The National High School Baseball Championship Tournament, established

         in 1915 and held each summer since 1924 in cavernous 50,000-seat Koshien Stadium, near Osaka, had become a revered national

         institution. It was the most prestigious sporting event in the land, famous for its ear-splitting brass bands and wild, colorfully

         costumed cheering groups bussed from hometowns all over the country, and even more for its shaven-headed, sweat-soaked participants,

         dashing madly on and off the field, fighting to the point of collapse for the glory of their alma mater. (A shorter spring

         invitational tourney that previewed this event was also highly popular.)

      


      It was the dream of every young player who aspired to a professional career to play in the national summer tourney at Koshien,

         a single-elimination affair involving the 49 regional winners across Japan. This Holy Grail of amateur sports was televised

         nationwide every day for the two weeks it lasted, attracting huge crowds as well as pro scouts from all the teams in Japan’s

         two professional leagues, the Central and Pacific. Parents of boys with baseball potential chose high schools with the same

         care that their counterparts in the United States did when selecting colleges for their sons. A youth who starred on a team

         that made it all the way to the Koshien tournament was virtually guaranteed a pro contract. (Indeed, any athlete who played

         in Koshien was considered a prime candidate for employment with Japan’s largest corporations because high school baseball

         at that level was considered the supreme character builder.)

      


      The school that eventually selected Ichiro and, wittingly or not, his father was Nagoya’s Aikodai Meiden Koko, one of the top baseball schools in the country, and a frequent Koshien participant; Meiden had a proven track record of sending

         its best athletes to the pros.

      


      Ichiro thus became one of 51 players on the team, all of whom were required to live in the Meiden baseball dormitory year-round,

         except for the month of January, when they were allowed to go home to visit their parents. He gaped in amazement at the gleaming

         three-story ferro-concrete building, compared by many to a modern hotel. On the first floor was a huge kitchen and laundry

         room area, on the second were rows of bunk beds and on the third a huge, cavernous tatami room used for weight lifting and shadow swings before bedtime. The ballpark, a short bus ride away, measured 350 feet to

         center and had equipment that rivaled that of professional teams. A large indoor training facility, for use on rainy days,

         stood nearby.

      


      At Meiden, the game of baseball was approached with the same intense dedication that characterized most other big-time sports

         high schools in Japan. That meant practice every day, from 3:30 to 8:00, and then, after a break for dinner, special batting

         practice from 9 P.M. There would be no more late-evening trips to the Airport Batting Center. From March to December, Meiden played a game every

         single Sunday.

      


      The spiritual voice of high school baseball was personified in a famous college baseball manager and columnist, Suishu Tobita,

         who compared athletics to bushido, the way of the samurai, where one could overcome natural limitations by sheer force of will and where only those who excelled

         morally could excel on the field. “The purpose of training,” he wrote, “is the forging of the soul. If the players do not

         try so hard as to vomit blood in practice, they cannot hope to win games. One must suffer to be good.”

      


      And so suffer Ichiro did.


      Only the top 17 players at Meiden were granted the honor of being allowed to practice every day, while the rest, usually underclassmen—and

         Ichiro was included in this group—were required to spend their time doing menial character-building chores such as raking

         the field and picking up the gear. It was a time for them to learn humility, to learn how to speak and show respect toward

         their seniors. They had to earn the right to touch a ball.

      


      Thus, while other boys his age in American high schools were driving cars and going on dates with their girlfriends after

         practice, Ichiro and his confreres were enduring a routine that was more befitting a military boot camp. Ichiro later called

         it “the hardest thing I have ever experienced.”

      


      When practice was over, for example, they would make the dinner and start the bath. Then while the lucky 17 were taking their

         evening batting practice, they were consigned to scrubbing the dormitory floors and doing all the dirty laundry, often enduring

         long waits to use the limited number of washing machines and driers installed in the building. Rather than waste precious

         time, Ichiro would sneak off to a nearby tennis court to practice shadow swinging a bat by himself. Then at 3 A.M. he would get up to do the wash.

      


      There was no small amount of hazing to be endured. Underclassmen who said the wrong thing or offended seniors in some other

         way such as letting the rice cooker boil over had to be punished. A common—and extremely painful—form of punishment was being

         made to sit atop a garbage can in the seiza position—legs tucked underneath the hips with all the body weight bearing down on the heels and calves—until the pain became

         too acute to bear.

      


      Ichiro became a regular in his junior year and his daily chores were replaced by miles of running each day along with a plethora

         of exhausting baseball drills. Among the esoteric muscle-enhancing maneuvers required of him were hurling automobile tires

         and attempting to hit Wiffle balls with a heavy industrial shovel—this is where Ichiro is said to have first begun developing

         his now famous strong wrists and hips.

      


      Through it all, standing there every day without fail, in the first row of spectator seats behind the net, was you know who.

         For three full years, there was never a time, regardless of how bitterly cold or snowy it was, that Nobuyuki failed to be

         at his post. The only father there most of the time, he never called out to Ichiro or spoke to the manager (who later confessed

         he thought the mysterious-looking figure he spotted in the stands each day was somehow plotting to take over his job). As

         was his habit, Nobuyuki never sat down during the Meiden practices, nor for that matter did he ever eat or drink anything

         either. If his son could not do those things, then neither would he.

      


      “Sometimes it got so cold that I thought my heart would stop,” he said later. “But I just wanted to be there in case he needed

         me. I took notes for later use. Also it was just fun to watch him.”

      


      Nobuyuki always bowed silently before he left—a gesture of respect to the field. It went without saying that he attended all

         the home games, arriving several hours in advance to watch pregame workouts, and, of course, he was there for all the away games as well. Whenever possible, he made advance scouting trips with Ichiro in tow, to the fields of opponents

         Meiden was scheduled to play in upcoming games, so he could familiarize his son with the lay of the land.

      


      “Doesn’t your old man ever work?” was a question Ichiro’s teammates would teasingly ask. In time they began to jokingly refer

         to Pere Suzuki as “Chichiro,” a play on the name “Ichiro” and “chi-chi,” which means “father” in Japanese. It was not exactly a compliment.

      


      At Meiden, Ichiro perfected his unusual batting form—now pointing the bat toward the pitcher’s mound before going into his

         leg-in-the air swing. And what an effective way to hit it was. Over a three-year high school career, Ichiro hit for a galactic

         .502 average. Despite his flyweight physique, he also had 19 home runs with 211 RBIs and 131 stolen bases. Ichiro struck out

         only ten times in 536 official high school at-bats and not one was a swinging strikeout. According to Meiden records, he connected

         solidly on 97 percent of all the pitches he swung at. Ichiro also pitched on occasion, displaying an exceptional fastball

         and deft control of a curve, until an injury sustained in a bicycle accident adversely affected his throwing form. Ichiro

         took Meiden to the venerable Koshien Tournament twice, losing on the next to last day in his junior year and qualifying for

         the spring invitational, but being eliminated in the regionals, the year following.

      


      His sharp batting eye and lightning reflexes combined with a spookily placid temperament earned him the nickname uch[image: art]jin or “spaceman” from his teammates. Another nickname was no-tenki (“No Weather”), a tribute to his disciplined cool. In fact, a Shiga University research team once included high school star

         Ichiro in a series of tests of Alpha 2 brain wave activity designed to determine an athlete’s ability to relax under pressure.

         He was tested ten times over a ten-month period between June 1991 and March 1992, including the day before the opening of

         the notoriously tension-filled National High School Baseball Tournament. Ichiro’s scores registered a super-serene rating

         of 91 percent, far ahead of the other subjects, who averaged around 60 percent.

      


      In 1990, when his team was eliminated at Koshien, he was the only boy on the entire team (indeed perhaps the only boy on all

         48 losing teams) who did not shed a tear. But then, as one cynical sports writer pointed out, “He had had a batting average

         of .625 in the games. All the pro scouts were watching him. So what did he have to cry about?”

      


      Ichiro had hoped to go high in the November 1991 professional draft, but was taken in the fourth and final round—the 36th

         pick overall—by the Orix BlueWave of the Pacific League, based in the bustling, historic port of Kobe, just west of Osaka.

         Kobe is a twinkling gem of a city nestled between green mountains and blue ocean (and a temporary break in a relentless coastline

         of concrete seawalls and shoreline hydropods, of the type that helped make Japan’s “construction state” famous). Number 36

         was a somewhat ignominious rank given his high school stats, but scouts were a little dubious about his preshrunk physique—120

         pounds on a 5′9′′ frame. He was so slight that he appeared years younger than he actually was, or, in the words of one bemused

         American who had seen him interviewed on TV, “He looked like a fifth grader.”

      


      All Orix was willing to pay for a signing bonus was $43,000.


      The BlueWave


      Orix’s pint-sized manager Shozo Doi believed in what was known as the totei seido (apprenticeship system), long evident in many areas of Japanese society from small factories to large corporations and government

         offices. To Doi, totei seido meant baseball rookies should endure a certain amount of pain and suffering and should not be allowed to experience too much

         success too early. Doi liked to cite the case of his former teammate on the Yomiuri Giants, Sadaharu Oh, the man who had hit

         868 career home runs, a world record. Oh struggled hard on the sidelines during his formative years in the pros. That kind

         of tempering had built character, Doi would say, which, in turn, helped Oh develop into a great batting star.

      


      Thus, after Ichiro, in his first season as a professional, had led the Japanese minor leagues in batting with a .366 average

         in 58 games and compiled a .253 average in 40 games with the parent team, Doi returned him to the farm club early the following

         year.

      


      “Ichiro had come too far, too fast,” Doi explained. “He was progressing without any problems. A player has to know hardship

         if he’s going to reach his full potential.”

      


      But Doi, himself a former All-Star second baseman and accomplished spray hitter for the “V-9′ era Giants, so called because

         they won nine straight Japan Series championships, had also been critical of Ichiro’s unorthodox batting form. “You’ll never

         make it hitting that way,” he’d said and instructed him to plant his feet and shorten his grip.

      


      Confused with this new wrinkle, Ichiro, ever the perfectionist, kept his mind focused, putting in longer hours on the training

         field than anyone else in the organization. This was saying something because Japanese teams already practiced more than anyone

         else in the world.

      


      Consider: Japanese and Americans play similar seasons from April to October (162 games for MLB, 140 for NPB as of 2001), but

         the way they go about preparing for them is very different. Americans start their training camp in the warm southern climes

         of Florida and Arizona around the first of March. The players are on the field three to four hours a day and then it is off

         to the nearest swimming pool or golf course—often with the wife and kids in tow.

      


      Japanese start their training in the freezing cold of the Japan winter with something called “voluntary” training, which is

         another way of saying “show up or start looking for a vocational counselor.” Camp begins on February 1 and consists of about

         eight or nine hours a day on the field followed by evening indoor workouts and lectures on baseball, and just possibly, Zen

         meditation sessions. For most teams, it is unheard of to have a wife in camp. Japanese coaches, unlike their American counterparts,

         demand an extraordinary amount of running and not infrequently order punishing physical exercises like the so-called “1,000-fungo

         drill,” not intended solely for conditioning but also to build inner strength. Americans who experienced this system often

         compared it to military training. (“It was like serving in the Japanese Imperial Army,” is the way former Montreal Expo and

         Tokyo Giant Warren Cromartie once described it.) All the extra work is one reason why teams in Japan take every fifth day

         in camp off to recover, while MLB teams in spring camp take none.

      


      During the season the training regimen continues. Whereas Americans believe that one has to save one’s energy for the games,

         especially during the hot weather, the Japanese believe that the hotter the weather gets, the harder one has to train to compensate.

      


      When the season ends in early October, Americans pack their bags and go home to spend the winter as they like—those who spent

         their season on the bench might head for the winter leagues, those who didn’t might head for the living room sofa. Japanese,

         by contrast, would go off to autumn training, a reprise of spring baseball boot camp, which lasts until the final day of November.

         In many cases even the top stars on the team would participate.

      


      For years, the Tokyo Giants have held an autumn camp where typically the workday began at 7:00 in the morning and ended at

         9:00 at night. Drinking and mah-jongg were forbidden. So was watching adult videos. One year, each player was required to

         write an essay entitled “A Self-Examination Concerning Flaws in My Performance During the Past Season.”

      


      As a BlueWave, Ichiro always stayed late after practice. Long after practice and long after his teammates had ensconced themselves

         in Kobe’s neon-lit watering holes and fleshpots, he was hard at work on his form in the batting cages by himself. In the winter,

         with permission from Orix, he played for the Hilo entry in the Hawaiian League.

      


      Out of deference, Ichiro had politely tried his manager’s way of hitting for a while. After all, a willingness to conform

         was a sign of good manners. But he found that the new stance threw his rhythm out of whack. Called back to the big team in

         midyear, he could only manage a .188 batting average in 43 games, although in one memorable contest he did hit a single and

         a home run off the PL’s leading hurler, Hideo Nomo. He subsequently declared, rather dramatically, that he would rather stay

         on the farm team than continue trying to alter his swing.

      


      “I’ve been hitting this way since high school,” he said. “That’s my batting. I’d rather stay on the farm than attempt a switch

         now.”

      


      “These young guys really say what they want,” remarked a somewhat bemused Doi, granting Ichiro’s wish to return to the minors.


      Ultimately, Ichiro’s stubbornness, rare for a player in Japan, paid off. In 1994, Doi was forced to resign because of the

         team’s mediocre record and a new manager, an irreverent spirit named Akira Ogi, took over. Formerly a second baseman with

         the old Nishitetsu Lions, based in Fukuoka, he and his teammates had been as famous for their postgame debauchery as for any

         exploits on the field. Ogi, a mere .229 career hitter between the foul lines, was a free-spending nightlife aficionado who

         could negotiate the dense thickets of bars in Tokyo, Osaka and Kobe as well as any man alive. He liked to dress in the fashion

         of a Japanese movie gangster—in white suits, white enamel shoes, gold chains and dark sunglasses—and liked to bring nightclub

         hostesses with him to the ballpark.

      


      His transition from player to manager seems not to have affected his approach either to the game or to life. Under Ogi, there

         was no player curfew and few other rules. It was fine with him if an Orix player stumbled back to the ryokan drunk out of his mind, as long as said player was up the next morning running around the practice field and sweating the

         alcohol out of his system.

      


      “Drink hard, but practice hard,” Ogi was often heard to say. “That’s my motto.”


      By all accounts, it was a philosophy he personally adhered to well past his middle years. Until he retired as BlueWave manager

         in 2001, he would lubricate himself until the wee hours, arise in the morning for a run of several miles and follow that with

         a sauna and a bath, during which he would douse his private parts with alternating buckets of hot and cold water. He boasted

         that this ritual kept him young well into his 60s, able to vie with his players for the affections of young ladies in cities

         all over Japan.

      


      His on-field strategy was not remarkably different from the dogged step-by-step, base-by-base approach followed by the Giants

         and most other Japanese teams, who worshipped at the altar of the sacrifice bunt. (After seeing Nippon Professional Baseball’s

         button-down style of play during a lengthy stay in Tokyo, author David Halberstam was moved to remark, “They play as if they

         were wearing blue business suits.”)

      


      However, Ogi was unburdened by a belief in totei seido and the widely-held notion in Japan that orthodox form was all-important. He did not think there was anything at all wrong

         with Ichiro’s swing and confessed that he could not figure out why Doi had not used him more. Thus, one of Ogi’s first acts

         as manager was to stick Ichiro in the starting lineup, mostly in the leadoff spot, and let him hit any way he wanted. Ichiro

         responded with a breakthrough season that baseball fans in Japan still talk about. Playing in Kobe’s idyllic new park, Green

         Stadium Kobe, notable for its fan-shaped playing field and multicolored seats, he became the first Japanese player to accumulate

         over 200 hits in a season, finishing with 210 in 130 games for a batting average of .385. The latter was a new Pacific League

         record, just shy of the Japan record of .389 held by American Randy Bass, set in 1986. Batting leadoff, Ichiro also whacked

         13 home runs, drove in 54 runs and, demonstrating exceptional foot speed, stole 29 bases. He was chosen the Pacific League

         MVP and awarded a Gold Glove for his fine defensive efforts in center field, where he had unveiled the best throwing arm in

         the Japanese game.

      


      It was in 1994 that he also officially became known by the handle “Ichiro,” rather than Suzuki—which was the second most common

         surname in Japan. It was a PR stunt dreamed up by Ogi and an Orix coach in an effort to change the image of a team that had

         grown weak and complacent, as well as to separate their new outfielder from the anonymous clutter of all the other Suzukis

         in Nippon Professional Baseball. It was an idea Ichiro initially thought frivolous. He found it embarrassing to be introduced

         that way over the PA system. By the end of the season, however, with Ichiro a household word and commercial endorsement offers

         flooding in, he did not want to be called anything else.

      


      The following year, picking up where he left off, he propelled the BlueWave to their first pennant in 12 years and copped

         his second MVP in a row. He topped the league in hitting again, with a .342 average, and led in RBIs with 80. What’s more,

         he belted 25 home runs, while upping his number of stolen bases to 49.

      


      By this time, he was so famous it was difficult for him to walk the streets of Kobe, now, tragically, reduced to rubble in

         many neighborhoods by the great earthquake of 1995, which had collapsed the city’s overhead highway and turned many of the

         downtown office buildings into grotesque shells of twisted metal, leaving some 300,000 people—one-fifth of the metropolitan

         population—homeless. Ichiro had quietly donated considerable amounts of money out of his own pocket to help in the relief

         effort.

      


      Basking in the reflected brilliance of Ichiro’s luminosity was pater Nobuyuki, who attended every Orix home game he could, making the two-hour drive west from Nagoya. He had just authored a

         book, Musuko Ichiro (My Son Ichiro), in which he recounted his relationship with his son, and, in the process, turned the Airport Batting Center

         into a tourist attraction. As a result of that tome’s substantial sales, he had become a minor celebrity himself, fielding

         dozens of media requests every day. He could be seen sitting in the infield stands at Green Stadium Kobe signing autographs

         for fans and being interviewed by sports reporters. However, it was a turn of events that embarrassed Ichiro. He complained

         to his father, who subsequently moved to the outfield bleachers, where he might be less easily spotted.

      


      The press had dubbed Ichiro the “Human Batting Machine” and he continued to do justice to the name, putting together the most

         impressive skein of hitting seen in Japan since the heyday of Sadaharu Oh. In 1996, he batted .356, won his third straight

         MVP and led his team to victory in the Japan Series over the Yomiuri Giants. In 1997, moving to third in the batting order,

         he hit .345. A year later it was .358, then .343 and .387 after that. That made seven batting titles in a row, baby, an unprecedented

         feat in the NPB, as was his aggregate batting average over that period of .353. He had become such an adroit, dexterous hitter

         that he was downright eerie at times. In 1997, for example, he went two entire months—216 plate appearances in all—without

         striking out. In the 1999 season, he managed to get hits on 70 percent of the strikes he swung at—an esoteric if nonetheless

         astonishing baseball statistic. His bat control was so good that in one game in the year 2000, he hit a pitch that bounced

         in front of home plate for a single to the outfield (the video highlight of this sensational hit is often played these days

         on American television). Ichiro believed himself on the verge of hitting .400, something that had never been done in Japan.

         By then the press had come up with another word for him: kaibutsu (monster). It was praise of the highest order.

      


      Hip Hop


      As he was being catapulted into superstardom, Ichiro was also morphing into a symbol of the assertive new youth in image-conscious

         Japan. He would appear at the park dressed in baggy jeans, T-shirt and backwards baseball cap, rap music blaring from his

         Walkman—the strains of “Fuck you motherfucker” and other popular lyrics of the time audible, if not intelligible, to non-English-speaking

         listeners, as he strolled by.

      


      In pregame practice he would entertain the fans with a flashy routine normally associated with showoff Americans, shagging

         fly balls with behind-the-back catches. While warming up between innings, he would demonstrate his arm strength by throwing

         all the way across center field to the left fielder, from his right field position. During a delay in one game he sauntered

         onto the pitcher’s mound and began hurling pitches—at 85 miles per hour—delighting the restive crowd. While waiting out a

         long argument involving the umpires in another contest, he passed the time by playing catch with the bleacherites.

      


      Newsweek International featured him on the cover of an issue in mid-1996. “He’s hot. He’s hip. He’s the new face of Japan,” blared the magazine,

         “… a new breed of brassy ballplayer intent on breaking the mold in which everybody marched to the same beat.”

      


      Well, not entirely.


      In reality, Ichiro was not quite the iconoclast some journalists made him out to be. Like all of his young teammates, he helped

         clear the field of equipment at the end of practice. Although he could now afford a luxury apartment, he continued to live

         in the BlueWave’s spartan dormitory throughout the season so he could be near the team’s batting cages.

      


      What’s more, at the end of each season, he packed his bags and headed off to the team’s fall camp—a five-week rerun of spring

         training. Ichiro never attempted to use his status as the game’s brightest young star, one who was in constant demand for

         lucrative commercial endorsements, to gain special dispensation.

      


      When Orix offered less-than-heart-palpitating salary raises, he did not take his case to the press, as a player in America

         might, but instead uncomplainingly signed his contract. After his MVP year in 1996, many baseball watchers had expected the

         BlueWave to double Ichiro’s 1995 pact of 160 million yen, which would have made him the third-highest-paid player in the game.

         But the club made a surprisingly low offer of 260 million yen, which Ichiro meekly accepted. He himself had had to negotiate

         the deal as NPB rules at the time banned agents for Japanese.

      


      “I have actually only been playing professional baseball for three years,” he explained to the Asahi Shimbun, a leading daily newspaper. “I wonder how it would appear if I had asked for the same kind of money that the top guys are

         making.”

      


      The Yakult Swallows’ curmudgeonly manager Katsuya Nomura, a man notoriously critical of young players, had nothing but praise

         for this brightest of new stars in the NPB constellation.

      


      “He’s wonderful,” gushed Nomura. “He hits well. He runs well. He plays good defense. He’s polite in his private life and is

         kind to his parents. I’ve never seen anyone like him. It’s strange that such a person is born into this world.”

      


      At the end of the millennium, Ichiro won a nationwide poll conducted to determine Japan’s favorite sports star, while yet

         another survey determined him to be the best baseball player in NPB history. As he closed in on his ninth year, which would

         qualify him for free agency, he began to get attention from abroad, where he had developed a small cadre of distant admirers.

      


      One of them was Bobby Valentine, who had spent the 1995 season in Japan managing the Chiba Lotte Marines of the Pacific League.

         At the time, Valentine had called him “one of the five best players in the world.”

      


      Ichiro himself had begun mulling a career move to America as far back as 1996, after a standout performance against a group

         of visiting Major League All-Stars featuring Cal Ripken, Barry Bonds, Brady Anderson and Pedro Martinez, in a postseason series

         of exhibition games. (“That little shit can really hit the ball,” Bonds was overheard saying.) Los Angeles Dodgers manager

         Tommy Lasorda, who later saw the videos of Ichiro demolishing those visiting MLB pitchers, urged owner Peter O’Malley to sign

         him up. As one veteran observer of the game on both sides of the Pacific Ocean put it, “For Ichiro, Japan was an aquarium.

         But he really deserved an ocean. He belonged in the major leagues.”

      


      “I was in a funk,” Ichiro himself said after the 1996 series finale. “I saw those MLB players and I thought to myself, ‘That’s

         what I want to do.’ ”

      


      But actually doing it was not that simple. Despite disturbing signs of change, the most disturbing of which to Japanese purists

         was the abrupt defection of Pacific League ace pitcher Hideo Nomo for the States in 1995, through a technicality whereby a

         voluntarily retired player could sign with any team he chose abroad, baseball in Japan had not quite yet turned into a game

         of raging individualists. Deep down, Ichiro was still anchored by the traditional Japanese concept of on and giri (obligation and duty). That meant that as long as his manager required his services, Ichiro was going to stay put and not

         seek a subterranean way out of the NPB and into the major leagues. He could have used the loophole Nomo used, which came to

         be known as the “Nomo Clause,” but he refused to betray his manager, the man who had helped make his fantastic career possible.

      


      When Ogi told him, “As long as I’m manager of this team, I’m going to need your services,” Ichiro snapped to attention and

         replied, by all means, he would continue to provide them.

      


      Under Japanese rules, he would, however, become a free agent after nine years of service, and he determined to make himself

         ready when the opportunity presented itself. He spent two weeks as a guest participant in the Seattle Mariners’ spring training

         camp in early 1999. On his return to Kobe, he began seeking advice from American players in Japan, like teammate George Arias,

         about the differences between the two games, as well as what he would have to do to succeed in the United States. He also

         embarked on a sophisticated weight-training program to develop the explosive capacity of his muscles and took to using a regulation

         Major League Baseball in practice sessions (the Japanese professional baseball is slightly smaller than the one used in the

         major leagues). In addition, he managed to develop a new way of running, switching from a chest-puffed-up form to a crouching

         style which, sportswriters remarked, resembled that of a lion chasing its prey (it was actually patterned after Carl Lewis).

      


      Finally, in 2000, his chance came. According to one version of this story, Ogi, after six years as a manager, and with the

         BlueWave steadily sliding into the second division, had begun to feel guilty about standing in the way of his star’s inevitable

         date with destiny. In the age-old Japanese clash between giri (duty) and ninj[image: art] (human feeling), ninj[image: art] was now winning out. Thus, one evening that fall of 2000, he invited Ichiro and his new bride Yumiko to dinner at a Chinese

         restaurant in Kobe for a heart-to-heart talk.

      


      “Tell me again, Ichiro,” he said, laying down his chopsticks when the main course was finished. “Do you really want to go

         to the major leagues?”

      


      “Yes,” Ichiro replied. “I really want to test my ability.”


      “He’ll do anything you tell him to. He’s that loyal,” Ichiro’s wife chimed in. “But please let him choose his dream.”


      At this, Ogi sighed and said, “I want him to stay, but that’s selfishness on my part. He’s already done a lot for us. If Ichiro

         really wants to go to the States, I’m just getting in the way.”

      


      Then he turned to Ichiro and said, “I can’t very well stop you from going now, can I?”


      With that, Ogi gave the couple his blessing and released Ichiro from any further obligations.


      It was a touching, heartwarming story.


      And it was even partly true.


      But there was another version as well. At that point, Ichiro had only one year to go before he did become eligible for free

         agency. If the team let him go early under a new system called “posting,” devised jointly by the baseball commissioners of

         the U.S. and Japan (see Chapter 6 for details), Orix stood to earn a substantial lump sum from the MLB team that signed him.

         His Orix salary was already at $5 million a year, an expensive proposition for a team that, even with its all-world luminary,

         was not exactly a cash cow. He had just hit .387. What if Ichiro batted .400 the next season and legitimately demanded a doubling

         of his pay? It was a burden Orix would not be overly eager to assume. Would it not be the better part of valor to let him

         go now and make it look as if they were doing him the favor?

      


      In the end, the answer to that question turned out to be “yes.” Orix received $13 million from Seattle and left Ichiro to

         negotiate his own deal with the major leagues.

      


      An important part of Ichiro’s master plan to emigrate to the States had been finding a wife, a goal he accomplished in late

         1999, the wedding taking place in the U.S. in a small private ceremony at Los Angeles’s Riviera Country Club to avoid the

         media crush.

      


      The lucky young lady was one Miss Yumiko Fukushima, a television reporter for the Tokyo Broadcasting System (TBS), one of

         the major commercial networks in Japan, and the news of their engagement received wide media coverage of the type the American

         press might devote to a royal wedding. Press reports unfailingly pointed out that Yumiko was conveniently fluent in English

         and familiar with the United States, which would no doubt be a big help to her husband in making the adjustment to a new culture.

         Writers glowingly noted that she was also well-versed in baseball, having been previously engaged, albeit temporarily, to

         a ballplayer in the Central League, before switching her affections to the Pacific League. Coming in for the most favorable

         comment, perhaps, was the fact that she was seven years Ichiro’s senior, a bit long in the tooth for a Japanese anchorette,

         but ideal for a young man like Ichiro lacking in worldly experience and requiring the stabilizing influence of a mature woman.

         As one reporter less than tactfully pointed out, “Ichiro can see the seams on a 150-kilometer per hour fastball, but he can’t

         see the wrinkle lines around Yumiko’s eyes.”

      


      Ichiro had not been lacking in female companionship prior to meeting his bride. Far from it. He had been involved with a number

         of high-profile young women, bimbonic and otherwise, including a former singing and dancing star in the famous all-female

         Takarazuka troupe, and a beautiful, impulsive young actress named Riona Hazuki, later famous for a kamikaze marriage to a Honolulu sushi shop employee she had just met, one which lasted all of one week. Said teammate Shigetoshi Hasegawa,

         “One of the reasons Ichiro remained in the team dormitory was that it was easier to carry on his romantic liaisons from there

         than it would be operating out of a private apartment, under the constant eye of the press. The team would always arrange

         a hotel for him and smuggle him out somehow, like under a blanket in the back seat of a van.”

      


      However, the more old-fashioned of Ichiro’s followers believed a supportive wife to be a necessity if their hero was to realize

         his dream of big-league stardom and Yumiko, in the manner of so many other Japanese women before her, did not disappoint them.

         She surrendered her career to become a dutiful wife, moving back home to study cooking and brush up her English language skills.

         As if to confirm her adherence to old ways and reassure an anxious public, she could be spotted by Japanese photographers

         walking three steps behind her husband in postwedding excursions. It was a customary and respectful distance long observed

         by traditionally minded wives in Japan. However, not everything about Yumiko was conservative. It was she, according to reports,

         who persuaded him to grow a beard—“You’ll look like Brad Pitt,” she had reportedly said—and encouraged him to wear rock star

         sunglasses when he was in public.
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