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			INTRODUCTION

			 “ALL RISE!” THAT WAS a call heard all over baseball during the 2017 season because of one man. Aaron Judge, the strapping, six-foot-seven, 282-pound rookie outfielder with the New York Yankees captured the imagination of fans everywhere by hitting the highest, longest, loudest home runs seen in years. And that wasn’t the only reason this 25-year-old rookie quickly became the face of baseball in the first half of the season, bursting onto the scene like perhaps no other young player before him.

			 

			The excitement generated by Aaron Judge wasn’t only because he could hit the ball higher and farther than anyone else in the game, but also the fact that he was all athlete. One of the biggest men ever to play Major League Baseball, he was also an outstanding right fielder, had a great throwing arm, and could run—even to the point of stealing a base. On top of that, he had a quick smile and was totally humble and friendly, always ready to sign autographs for the fans and engage with the media. Yet he would politely refuse to brag about himself or his accomplishments, deflecting many questions to the team, his teammates, and his desire to win. 

			 

			On top of that, he never showed anyone up on the field. He could hit a 450-foot home run and he would just put his head down and run. There were no fancy bat flips, no posing at home plate to admire his handiwork, no glaring at the opposing pitchers. He would just circle the bases and return to the dugout. All unique in the look-at-me sporting world of today. 

			 

			It was, however, Aaron’s tremendous production over the first half of the season that generated an enormous amount of buzz throughout the game. With teammates Gary Sanchez and Didi Gregorius missing most of the first month of the season with injuries, it was Aaron who pretty much carried the Yankees offense. He was not only leading the league in home runs, but hitting over .300 and driving in runs in bunches. Fans all over the league began coming out to ballparks early just to watch him take batting practice because of the mammoth shots he would hit. And soon the Yankees set up a special section of seats in right field at Yankee Stadium called “The Judge’s Chambers.” A select number of fans sat there each game, donning judge robes, some wearing long white powdered wigs, and carrying signs that read ALL RISE. All rise when a real judge enters a courtroom, and it seems that all fans rise to their feet when Judge steps to the plate.

			 

			By the time the All-Star break rolled around, Aaron had hit 30 home runs, was batting .329, and had driven home 66 runs—tremendous production for a first-year player. He was the American League’s starting right fielder in the All-Star Game and also entered in the Home Run Derby, held the night before the game. He put on an incredible show, winning the competition by slamming 47 home runs, almost effortlessly. By that time, everyone wanted to see him, hoping he would hit one of his patented, long home runs. He had become so popular and intriguing that he was already considered the face of baseball, a designation rookies rarely receive. 

			 

			Then a sudden and deep batting slump during the first six weeks following the All-Star break really tested Aaron’s mettle. He might have bent, but he didn’t break, never making excuses and still going out every day with a positive attitude. Perhaps part of it was fatigue from the long season and all the hoopla surrounding him. Or it could have been a sore shoulder, which he was icing after every game. But his approach to his game never changed. He always smiled and said he was ready to play. With the Yankees fighting for a division title, Aaron had a rebirth in September, his final month of the season mirroring his first half. Once again he was one of baseball’s top sluggers and run producers. 

			 

			Just who is this gentle giant who caught the fancy of the baseball world? Would you believe he’s a kid hailing from a tiny California town known primarily for its yearly crop of cherries and its friendly people? What were the odds that this kid would grow up and make it all the way to Yankee Stadium, let alone electrify Major League Baseball with his talent, personality, and passion for the game? This is how it all happened. This is The Aaron Judge Story. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			LINDEN, CALIFORNIA, IN THE CENTRAL part of the state, is a small town with a population that today might be hovering around 2,000 people. The 2010 census listed the number at 1,794, definitely making Linden a tiny speck on a very large map. What had always distinguished Linden over the years was the annual Cherry Festival, held every summer. Being known mainly for its cherry crop was another thing that earmarked Linden as Small Town, USA. Only, these days, something else has been added, something that has put Linden on the national map. For this small California town is also the home of the New York Yankees sensational young slugger, Aaron Judge. 

			 

			It’s a long way from Linden to Yankee Stadium in the Bronx, where Aaron Judge began electrifying crowds—and the entire Major League Baseball world—in 2017. But young Aaron made the journey from Linden to New York almost seamlessly—overcoming a number of bumps in the road—and he’s quick to credit his family as well as his upbringing in Linden, a place he’ll always call home. 

			 

			Though Linden is just 45 miles from the state capital of Sacramento, it has always retained a small-town atmosphere. It was settled originally by Italian immigrants who became known as truck farmers because, in the 1920s and 1930s, they would grow produce and then truck their goods to San Francisco to sell them. In the ensuing years, however, the town became known for the bumper crops of cherries it produced annually. 

			 

			On a personal level, the people of Linden were close and friendly, and always looked after each other. “I think everybody’s out here for the same reason,” said Eric Schmidt, a longtime neighbor of the Judge family. “We want to raise kids, to have a chance at that American dream or whatever you want to call it. It’s kind of like Mayberry in that way.”

			 

			Mayberry was the idyllic fictional town from the 1950s’ The Andy Griffith Show, a popular sitcom of the time. It remains to this day a symbol of small-town Americana, where caring people often help each other and children grow up without the many potential dangers of today’s world. It may be hard for some to believe, but the people of Linden, for the most part, live that way today. And that’s how Aaron Judge grew up. 

			 

			Aaron was born in Linden on April 26, 1992, but there was an immediate twist to the story, one that would help shape Aaron into the man he would become. When he was just one day old, he was adopted by Patty and Wayne Judge, both Linden residents and teachers. They had already adopted one son, John, and now Aaron would make their family complete. 

			 

			For Patty Judge, having her two sons has always been a blessing. “We’re very proud of both our boys. Aaron’s older brother, John, is teaching English in Korea. I always said it was all meant to be.” Wayne Judge has said that there was a miracle when they adopted Aaron.

			 

			“I’ve always felt that they kind of picked me,” was the way Aaron put it. “I feel that God was the one that matched us together.”

			 

			Young Aaron grew up in a home that emphasized education and respect. He has said of his parents, “They taught me right from wrong, how to treat people, treat them with respect. They also encouraged me to always go the extra mile and put in extra work. They really molded me into the person I am today.” And as far as education was concerned, his schoolwork always came first, and, from an early age, he knew what that would eventually mean. 

			 

			“Because my parents were teachers, they were always big into going to college. That would make a later decision very easy for me.” 

			 

			There was yet another issue that Wayne and Patty Judge knew would have to be addressed at some point. It was resolved when Aaron was about ten or eleven years old. He recalled just how it happened.

			 

			“I realized [my parents and I] didn’t look alike, and one day I just said, ‘I don’t look like you, Mom. I don’t look like you, Dad. What’s going on?’ They then came out and told me I was adopted. They answered all my questions, and I said, ‘Okay, that’s fine with me. You’re still my mom, the only mom I know. You’re still my dad, the only dad I know.’”

			 

			Learning they were adopted can be a daunting discovery for youngsters. Some, as they grow older, begin looking for their biological parents and always want more answers. But Aaron was smart enough to realize he was in a great situation, the best one for him, and that was good enough. 

			 

			“Some kids grow in their mom’s stomach,” he said, making it simple to understand. “I grew in my mom’s heart. She always showed me love and compassion ever since I was a little baby. I never needed to think differently or wonder about anything.”

			 

			To that end, Aaron has never had any contact with his biological parents. And while it is apparent he is biracial, he has also never spoken of his ethnicity in public. He loved his life with his parents and loved growing up in Linden. As a child, he couldn’t ask for anything more. But soon, something else would become a big part of Aaron Judge’s life: sports.

			 

			Like so many kids Aaron loved to play ball. It didn’t matter then whether it was baseball, football, or basketball. He played all of them often with his friends, and it didn’t take very long for his parents to see that sports was something special to him.

			 

			“His mother and I just wanted him to be a really good person,” Wayne Judge said. “But we knew, from [when he was at] a very young age, as soon as we put a ball in his hand, that he had a lot of natural talent.”

			 

			It happens that way with the most talented kids. You can see it immediately. Some parents tend to become overexcited about a child’s early ability and begin to envision college scholarships and maybe even a professional career in the future. Today that can mean millions of dollars for those who make it to the pro ranks, and parents begin to push them, picking out their son’s best sport right away and urging him to play only that one to the exclusion of the others. It’s a bad situation in that many kids burn out early and quit. Some begin to get what they call repetitive motion injuries from playing just the one sport all year round. But Patty and Wayne Judge never did that. They wanted Aaron to have fun and enjoy playing all the sports with his friends. But there was always another hard and fast rule he had to follow. 

			 

			If he didn’t maintain a certain GPA in his studies he would lose the “privilege” of playing both sports and the video games that kids love. True to form, he never lost that privilege because his GPA was always right where it was supposed to be. In other words, he always had his priorities straight and never wavered. 

			 

			The early years in Linden made an impression on Aaron and he quickly realized how lucky he was to be there. “It was just a close-knit community,” he said. “Everywhere you went you’d see someone you knew on the street corner. That was the cool thing about growing up there. I knew everybody, and everybody was my friend. Everyone was looking out for each other, and, as far as I’m concerned, there was no better place to grow up.”

			 

			Aaron was also growing in another way during his teenage years. He was getting taller and taller, by far the tallest kid on his Little League team and, soon after, shooting past the six-foot mark. But he still didn’t stop there. He continued to grow, and it was soon apparent he was going to be exceptionally tall. In fact, he was well over six feet tall when he entered Linden High School in the fall of 2006. And by the time he graduated, he was already at his full height of six-foot-seven.

			 

			Eric Schmidt, who was the Judge family’s next-door neighbor when Aaron was growing up, remembers being surprised at how the kid next door just continued to grow.

			 

			“I’m a tall guy,” Schmidt said, “so I always noticed that Aaron was getting taller and taller. Then he was taller than me and still growing. And then his body also began filling out, getting thicker and one day I just said, ‘Boy, that’s a good-size guy.’”

			 

			By that time, the boy who was also beginning to look like a man was totally into sports, all three of them—baseball, football, and basketball—that he would play at Linden High for three years. In the beginning, he liked all equally but thought he had a distinct advantage in one.

			 

			“Growing up, I always thought I’d be a basketball player because I was so tall,” he said.

			 

			That didn’t mean he had set his sights on the NBA, but he probably thought at some point that basketball could be his ticket to college. It was soon apparent, however, that he could be good enough to excel at all three. As a sophomore, he made the varsity baseball squad and after the season was named the All-Mother Lode League team’s first baseman. By his junior year, he was attracting attention in all three sports and many were wondering again which one he would choose to play in college because it was becoming obvious he would be watched by recruiters in all three.

			 

			And while this was happening, Aaron was keeping his grades up and still enjoying life as a teenager with many friends in Linden. They would often hang out at Jim’s Lunch, a small eatery on the corner of Main Street and High Street that was known for its one-of-a-kind hamburgers, which were always Aaron’s favorite. But he also did volunteer work at St. Andrew’s Church Acolyte and often performed community service with his basketball teammates. Believe it or not, the boys went around town picking up garbage.

			 

			“That was one of my favorite things to do,” Aaron said. “We all got up real early, had breakfast, and then walked around the community gathering up all the garbage we could find. We had a lot of fun doing it, and it was a good bonding experience for the team.” 

			 

			It’s not surprising that Aaron did things like picking up garbage and volunteering at church willingly. Once again, he learned those qualities from his parents. Both Wayne and Patty Judge were said to be among the most active members of their community. Aaron’s mother was always one of the first to welcome people who moved to Linden and help them get acclimated to their new homes and lifestyles.

			 

			As for Aaron, his junior year at Linden High saw him as a pass-receiving tight end on the football team, a center on the basketball team, and in the spring a first baseman/pitcher with the baseball squad. Already at his full height, he weighed in at about 235 pounds then. It was pretty apparent he would fill out and become even stronger, especially if he began training as a college athlete. And by that time, the football recruiters had begun to discover him. 

			 

			“In my junior year, I began getting a lot of letters from schools that wanted me for football,” he said. 

			 

			Among the colleges that began recruiting him were Notre Dame, Stanford, and UCLA, all big-time Division-I schools. They saw him as a strong tight end—a player athletic and fast enough to be a force as a pass receiver as well as a blocker. But something else was happening within him that not everybody knew. He was beginning to realize which sport really got his juices flowing, and it wasn’t football.

			 

			“I was going to a lot of baseball camps by this time, especially in the summer, and it wasn’t long before I knew this was the sport I wanted to pursue.”

			 

			Many young athletes, having come to a decision like that by their junior year of high school would simply concentrate on the sport they had chosen and not play all three. But Aaron felt an obligation to the school, his town, and his teammates. Not surprisingly, he continued to be Linden High’s biggest three-sport star as a senior.

			 

			In the fall of 2009, Aaron took to the gridiron for the Linden High Lions and produced an outstanding season as a tight end. He caught 54 passes for a single season school record of 959 yards and his 17 touchdown catches were also a new mark. That gave him a school record of 21 career TDs. He obviously had great size, but also good speed and a great pair of hands. He was an all-league and all-area first-team selection after the season.

			 

			Many of the fans and friends of Aaron were marveling at how good he had become. Race Geesink, who was several years younger than Aaron, had been watching him play for years. 

			 

			“We were all surprised, but, at the same time, not so surprised,” Geesink said, referring to Aaron’s great play. “I remember saying just throw him the ball because of how big he was.” 

			 

			When it was time for basketball, it was more of the same. Obviously playing at the center position, Aaron again used his height, strength, and surprising agility to average 18.2 points and 12.8 rebounds a game, once more becoming a first-team All-Mother Lode League selection. He was also named to the Cal-Hi Sports Division-IV all-state team. The question rose again: Was there a basketball scholarship and pro career in his future? He certainly seemed to have a possible future in both football and basketball, especially after his fine senior season in both. But now it was time for baseball. 

			 

			It didn’t take long for Aaron to show that he could be totally dominant on the baseball field. Dividing his time between playing first base and pitching, he put together a brilliant season. For openers, he won the Mother Lode League Triple Crown with a .500 batting average, seven home runs, and 32 runs batted in. That wasn’t all. As a pitcher, he went 9–3 for the season with a microscopic 0.88 earned run average, all while striking out 65 hitters and walking just 20. To top it off, he won the last five games he pitched. 

			 

			More honors followed. Not only did the Lions win the league championship, but they made it all the way to the Sac-Joaquin Section Division-V semifinals. And Aaron once again made the all-league team. That June he graduated from Linden High with a 3.2 GPA and, along with all his sports prowess and volunteer work, also spent two years on the student council. There was little doubt that Wayne and Patty Judge, along with the small-town atmosphere in Linden, had produced a fine young man. Then came the question of what next?
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			It was pretty much a foregone conclusion that Aaron would continue on to college. After all, his parents had put an emphasis on education all his life, and he had always done well in his studies. If he were interested in continuing to play football and perhaps even basketball, he’d obviously have a scholarship waiting. The colleges are like a minor league for young football and basketball players, giving them a chance to grow and develop as the professional teams continue to scout them. That was certainly an option. And it was also possible that he’d do the same with baseball, so he really had a big decision to make. Then, all of a sudden, something unexpected came into play.

			 

			Aaron and his parents received a phone call informing him that the Oakland A’s had picked Aaron in the 30th round of the 2010 first-year player draft. That meant he could sign a professional baseball contract immediately if he chose. Major League teams often use a low draft choice to pick good high school players who may or may not make it. They don’t give them much of a signing bonus and let them start by playing in rookie leagues and the low minors. A 17- or 18-year-old signing out of high school might spend years toiling in the minor leagues for little pay. Many of them never make it to the majors and then find themselves having to start over again in perhaps their mid-20s. 

			 

			That was one way to look at it. If a youngster has only a baseball career on his mind he might jump at the chance, hoping to eventually make it to the majors and live out his dream while also making a lot of money. But none of that really factored into Aaron Judge’s decision. In fact, for him it was the proverbial no-brainer.

			 

			“Both my parents were teachers,” he said, “so they were big into kids going to college. It made my decision pretty easy. In fact, I felt like I needed to go to college. I just didn’t think I was mature enough to face the real world yet.”

			 

			It was a wise decision and one that was well thought-out. Aaron wasn’t the type of kid who would just jump into something for which he wasn’t ready. It would have been easy to fall for the flattery of being picked by a major-league team. But with his parents’ guidance, he came to the quick conclusion that college was the better choice. By then he knew that baseball was the sport he wanted to pursue, so the football offers from some major schools were not really considered. When all was said and done, he decided to stay close to home and accept a baseball scholarship to California State University, Fresno, more commonly called Fresno State. 

			 

			“[Aaron] is just a hometown kid,” said his coach at Linden, Roy Hallenback. “He could have gone and played anywhere.”

			 

			The school he chose was located in Fresno, California, not that far from Linden, so the situation was perfect for Aaron. His family and friends could easily come see him play. And, not surprisingly, Fresno coach Mike Batesole was glad to have Aaron on his Division-I baseball team. Fresno State had always had fine players, with a good number of them making it to the major leagues. Coach Batesole was taken by Aaron’s size, but size alone doesn’t make a baseball player. Then he started to see other things as well that made him think he had a diamond in the rough.

			 

			Every year around Thanksgiving, and long before the baseball season would begin, the coach would organize a five-on-five touch football league for his players. He felt it was a good break from their off-season conditioning program. And that’s when the coach really saw how athletic Aaron Judge was.

			 

			“These guys are all Division I athletes and they couldn’t touch him. When I saw him out there the first time it was like Barry Sanders quickness and agility. (Sanders was one of the all-time great NFL running backs.) And I’m going, ‘This guy is really different.’”

			 

			It didn’t take Coach Batesole long to realize he had a special player on his hands. He knew that Aaron had pitched in high school and obviously respected the big guy’s mound ability.

			 

			“It’s lucky I’m the hitting coach as well as the head coach,” he said, jokingly. “If I was the pitching coach and head coach, I’d probably start getting him ready to pitch in the big leagues right now.”

			 

			That wasn’t all Batesole saw early on with Aaron. Many figured that with his size he’d be best suited as a first baseman. But after seeing how well Aaron moved in the five-on-five football games and knowing what a fine pass receiver he was at Linden High, he saw no reason why he couldn’t be an outfielder. The coach said if Aaron can run down a football then he can certainly run down a baseball. So an outfielder it was and he played both right field and center field at Fresno. And with his freshman year of 2011, his baseball career was about to begin in earnest. 
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