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This idea for this book first came about when
I was discussing baseball from the 1980s and 1990s with Michael
McCormick, a Chicago-based lawyer. During that conversation,
McCormick mentioned his son Matt was taking private lessons to
improve his batting technique.

As I resided in Vancouver, Canada, these
baseball discussions were being conducted via emails and text
messages. Suddenly, John Cangelosi’s name came up in the
conversation because it just so happened that McCormick’s son was
receiving his lessons from the former major-league outfielder, who
had, following his playing career, founded Cangelosi Baseball, an
indoor baseball training facility in Lockport, Illinois.

Being a baseball fan for three decades, I knew
of Cangelosi because I watched as many games on TV as I could well
in an era before the Internet existed. Back in those days, other
than the postseason and World Series games, there were only the
usual “Game of the Week” (on ABC, NBC, or CBS over the years) or
“ESPN Sunday Night Baseball” that was shown in Canada on TSN. Or
Toronto Blue Jays, Montreal Expos and Seattle Mariners games shown
on other local stations. And, also TBS (Atlanta Braves), WGN
(Chicago Cubs) and KTLA (Los Angeles Dodgers) games because those
“super stations” were part of my TV package. Okay, maybe I did
watch a lot of games back then, but this was an era in which not
every major-league game was televised. You watched whatever
was shown on television.

John Cangelosi never played for any of those
teams. He wasn’t a superstar or even an everyday player on his ball
clubs—the Chicago White Sox, Pittsburgh Pirates, Texas Rangers, New
York Mets, Houston Astros, Florida Marlins and Colorado Rockies. He
was, essentially, a well-traveled journeyman who hit only 12 home
runs in the big leagues in an era where “chicks dig the long ball.”
(That phrase comes from a late 1990s Nike commercial featuring
Atlanta Braves pitchers Tom Glavine and Greg Maddux, along with St.
Louis Cardinals slugger Mark McGwire, in which actress Heather
Locklear is giving McGwire all the attention because he hits home
runs and doesn’t care about the Cy Young Awards won by Glavine and
Maddux. That commercial pretty much sums up that era, where
baseball fans cared more about long balls than the small-ball style
of play that the light-hitting Cangelosi was proficient
at.)

In Cangelosi’s case, over his final eight
big-league seasons, he hit a total of six home runs… while playing
for six different teams. He wasn’t a player who made the headlines
a lot.

But, as mentioned, I knew of Cangelosi—despite
the fact he was a utility player for the majority of his
career—because I watched as much baseball on television as I could.
(Well, and also because I played Strat-O-Matic and collected
baseball cards…) And in the hundreds of games I saw over the years,
it seemed that whenever the scrappy, switch-hitting outfielder was
in the lineup, he was frequently getting on base and stealing bases
against the Braves or Dodgers or Expos. (He got on base a lot
against Braves right-hander John Smoltz, a future Hall of Famer.)
Or in a nationally-televised ESPN game somewhere (that was shown on
TSN in Canada).

Of course, the above comment about fans
“digging the long ball” isn’t meant to say that that particular
era—Cangelosi played in the major leagues from 1986 to 1999 after a
brief call-up in 1985—was all about home runs when it came to the
offensive side of the game. Exciting players such as Rickey
Henderson and Kenny Lofton—and even guys like Otis Nixon, Deion
Sanders and Vince Coleman, to name a few—brought fans out of their
seats with their incredible—and, at times daring—display of base
running. Those were electrifying base stealers who, everyone knew,
were going to wreak havoc on the base paths when they got on
base.

No, Cangelosi wasn’t a Henderson or a Lofton.
Because he wasn’t an everyday player during the prime of his
major-league career, the speedy Cangelosi wasn’t in the same
category as those base-stealing star outfielders. But when called
upon late in the game, he would come off the bench and work the
count. He would draw a walk. Steal a base to put himself in scoring
position. Not the “sexy” brand of baseball that fans loved in the
1990s—he wasn’t going to hit one into the upper deck and he
certainly wasn’t flashy like a Lofton or a Sanders—but he got the
job done in helping his team get a run. And he would do these—get
on base and steal the next base—a lot. At least that’s what I
remembered.

The one thing that both McCormick, who is also
an avid baseball memorabilia collector, and I were amazed by was
how Cangelosi was able to play 10-plus years in the big leagues
despite being an undersized player. At 5’8”, Cangelosi wasn’t
intimidated when stepping into the batter’s box to face the likes
of Nolan Ryan and Roger Clemens. He must have some good stories
about his journey in baseball, we both thought, that he wouldn’t
mind sharing that could inspire kids. His work ethic, we agreed,
must have been off the charts when he was, first, trying to make it
to the big leagues, and two, trying to stay there while competing
with guys who were bigger than him. In the era in which Cangelosi
played, teams seemed to always be looking for bigger and stronger
guys who could hit the ball out of the park. The fact that
Cangelosi lasted that long in the big leagues must have been a
testament to his work ethic and determination, and his will to
succeed. Surely, his story would be inspirational to readers. How
can anyone who reads his story, we thought, not be inspired by how
he overcame the ups and downs in his baseball life?

McCormick and I texted each other back and
forth to discuss all these things about the man known as “Cangy.”
After that lengthy conversation, McCormick sought out Cangelosi,
who was interested in discussing his baseball life—and having a
book written about it—if it meant being able to inspire others
through his stories.

Thank you, obviously, to McCormick for
reaching out, and to John Cangelosi for being gracious with his
time and willing to share the stories about his improbable baseball
journey. Both men were also kind enough to share photos to be used
for this book.

Several of his former coaches and managers,
along with a rival coach and a former teammate, were more than
happy to discuss Cangelosi. These included Harold Baines, John
Boles, Terry Collins, Shelly Dunkel, Paul Mainieri, Tommy Sandt and
Bobby Valentine. Thank you for spending the time to share your
thoughts on John. Thank you too to Jay Horwitz, the PR Director of
the New York Mets.

Finally, thank you to Rick Ambrozic, Rick
Tanton, Adrian Brijbassi and Nahyun L. Your unconditional support
has been inspiring and helped to push me to complete this story.
Thank you to you all.

 


—K. P. Wee

Spring 2019

 



Introduction




Sunday, October 26, 1997, at Pro Player
Stadium.

It was Game Seven of the World Series, with
the score 2-2 with one out in the bottom of the 10th inning and two
men on for the Florida Marlins. On the mound was Cleveland Indians
closer Jose Mesa, one of the best closers in baseball. Two years
earlier, in fact, Mesa was the best in the business, as he
converted 38 consecutive saves in one stretch—a major-league record
at the time—and was instrumental in the Indians’ 100-44
regular-season record.

At the plate was a 5’8” pinch-hitter by the
name of John Cangelosi, who in his 10th season in the big leagues
was in the biggest at-bat of his major-league career. And he was
doing it in front of a crowd of 67,204, ready to celebrate if
Cangelosi, who grew up in Southern Florida, made contact. A base
hit would win the World Series. A walk would load the bases for
Moises Alou, one of the hitting stars for the Marlins in the
Series.

And the 3-and-2 pitch from Mesa…

 


* * *

 


That at-bat had to be the pinnacle of John
Cangelosi’s career. It had taken him 10 seasons to make an
appearance in the Major League Baseball postseason, and there he
was, batting in extra innings in the seventh game of the World
Series in a stadium a half-hour’s drive away from Hialeah, Florida,
where he grew up. Even without that World Series appearance,
though, the fact that he managed to stay that long in the big
leagues was quite a story in itself.

Reaching the major leagues is a difficult
accomplishment. When we see a smaller player make it, one who
defied all the odds, we tend to root for him because many people
cheer for the little guy who makes it big. For an undersized player
to be in the big leagues for 10 seasons? It’s a remarkable
achievement indeed. In today’s world of social media, that player
automatically becomes a legend.

In the 1980s, the days before social media,
however, it was harder for such a player to gain the attention he
deserved. Today, we celebrate Jose Altuve, a little guy (5’6”) who
is an American League Most Valuable Player and a World Champion.
Thanks to social media, everything Altuve does on the baseball
field is magnified and his accomplishments are
celebrated.

In the 1980s, this was impossible. Take
Cangelosi, for example, the switch-hitting outfielder who was
listed at 5’8”—although some scouts who watched him would insist he
was an inch or two shorter than that.

Cangelosi was a little guy labeled “the kid
from nowhere”—a phrase the Chicago newspapers of the day were
using—who beat out highly-touted prospect Daryl Boston and
established veteran Rudy Law (who had stolen a White Sox-record 77
bases just three years earlier) to improbably make the Opening Day
lineup as the starting center fielder for the Chicago White Sox. In
his rookie year, he rewarded White Sox manager Tony La Russa for
having faith in him by challenging future Hall of Famer Rickey
Henderson for the stolen-base lead in the first half of the season.
Cangelosi later platooned with Barry Bonds in left field with
Pittsburgh—when the future home-run king was in his first few
seasons in the big leagues. The undersized Cangelosi would draw
walks because of his size—thus compiling solid on-base
percentages—and proceed to steal second base to put himself in
scoring position.

As Cangelosi himself admits, not all managers
liked him on their teams, but the legendary Jim Leyland saw him as
one of the missing pieces when building the roster for the 1997
Florida Marlins. Signed as a free agent in the winter of 1996,
Cangelosi was a reserve outfielder for Leyland’s Marlins and won a
World Series ring. “After I left Pittsburgh after the 1990 season,
for about five or six years I played for several ball clubs and had
a couple of setbacks in the minor leagues,” Cangelosi recalls. “But
I just never gave up, and good things happened for me in 1995 and
1996 with the Houston Astros and got my career back on track. Then,
to play for the Florida Marlins… that was just outstanding. I mean,
I believe good things happen to people who work hard. I believe you
keep trying to get better, and good things happen.”

Such a career is one that should be
celebrated. Here was a guy who defied all the odds and not only did
he have a 10-year career in Major League Baseball, he also has a
World Series ring in his collection. In fact, that ring wasn’t even
the first one of his pro career. In his first season in pro
baseball, he won a ring as a member of the Niagara Falls (New York)
Sox, hitting a home run in the 1982 New York-Penn League
Championship Series to defeat future Denver Broncos quarterback
John Elway’s Class-A Oneonta Yankees. And although the feat has
been long forgotten, in his rookie year in the big leagues
Cangelosi broke a long-standing single-season American League
stolen-base record. Cangelosi, because of his work ethic and
hustle, was a fan favorite in Chicago and is still recognized in
the Midwest because he runs his own baseball school to help kids in
the area. Had social media existed during his playing career, it’s
possible fans would have demanded that his teams start him in the
outfield ahead of other teammates. He was a guy that the average
fan identified with: a little guy who hustled and had a dream, and
made it happen. Fans care about players such as John Cangelosi, who
was the proverbial “little engine that could.” Fans wanted guys
like him to succeed.

In this book, John Cangelosi: The
Improbable Baseball Journey of the Undersized Kid from Nowhere to
World Series Champion, Cangelosi discusses the managers who had
the greatest impact in his career, such as Jim Leyland, John Boles
and Terry Collins. He discusses what it was like playing with Barry
Bonds and Nolan Ryan, as well as his friendship with Bonds,
baseball’s all-time home run champion. He talks about facing tough
pitchers such as John Smoltz and Roger Clemens, and even about how
his aggressiveness on the field rubbed legends Clemens, Jack Morris
and Sparky Anderson the wrong way. He mentions Toledo, where he
played Triple-A ball in 1993. He even discusses his thoughts on
performance-enhancing drugs, giving a perspective that is
refreshing in that it isn’t what you would expect.

Above all, this book tells the story of John
Cangelosi’s improbable journey in baseball, and it’s also a book
that we hope will inspire and encourage those who have been told
they “can’t do it,” to keep working hard and have the belief in
yourself to succeed.

 


—K. P. Wee, November
2018

 


* * *

 


My Major League Baseball career began in
1985—after a stint in Mexico City earlier that summer—and I became
the Opening Day center fielder for the Chicago White Sox the
following year. I had a lot of ups and downs during my playing
career—and I played for many organizations, including the
Pittsburgh Pirates, Texas Rangers, New York Mets, Houston Astros,
Florida Marlins and Colorado Rockies—but through hard work and
perseverance, I managed to last in the big leagues until
1999.

My career in baseball was an unexpected
journey. I mean, a guy my size should not have been in the big
leagues. Being a blue-collar guy, I worked hard each and every day
even during the times when I was sent down to the minor
leagues—whether it was to Buffalo or Vancouver or Toledo—because my
goal was always to get back to the big leagues. Every spring
training, I had to battle for a job, and my story had a great
ending in 1997 when I won the World Series with the Florida Marlins
in front of my family.

Essentially, when baseball fans look back at
my career, they will remember me as an underdog, an overachiever, a
guy who got the most out of his ability. I never gave up. People
would tell me I was too short to play in the big leagues. But I
ignored them and I kept battling every day. My story, I think, is
something that other blue-collar guys can relate to. For the
reader, I think it could be an inspirational story in terms of how
to get the most out of your ability. Of course, it’s not just in
baseball. It’s something that can be applied to anything you do in
life. If you really believe in your abilities and you create a
routine, you’re going to be successful in the path you’re pursuing.
That’s kind of what my baseball career was about.

I hope that the stories about the ups and
downs I encountered in baseball can help to deliver that message to
guys who have been told, “You can’t get the job”—to not quit, to
not give up, to keep fighting. At the end of the day, I hope that
my story in baseball can help inspire others to keep knocking doors
down, to keep believing, no matter what field they are in. You just
have to believe in yourself and keep working towards your goal
until you finally achieve it.

 


—John Cangelosi, November
2018


Chapter One

 Growing
Up

 


Johnny never thought so, but he was always one
of the best players in Dade County. All the other coaches thought
so. Johnny didn’t believe it. To this day, there are coaches [whom
I run into] that Johnny might’ve made a play [against] that helped
us win a ballgame. They would say, “I’m glad he’s gone! I’m glad
he’s gone! He was a wrecking crew!”

 


—Shelly Dunkel, Cangelosi’s former
high

school baseball coach (2018)

 


“Here’s what you need to do… Do you
unnnnerstand that? Does that make sense?” the Brooklyn-born hitting
coach can be heard year-round yelling in the batting cage.
“Practice with a purpose!” and “Practice the right way!” are also
often heard when the 5’8” coach is instructing his pupils in the
indoor baseball training facility in Lockport, Illinois, some 30
miles southwest of Chicago.

“I was born in Brooklyn, but the
neighborhood became drug-infested and so we moved,” explains the
coach, taking time out of his busy coaching schedule on a Thursday
one winter afternoon to reminisce about his baseball life. “My dad
bought a small house in a little area in Florida called Hialeah.
Moving to Hialeah had a great impact on my life. I was able to play
baseball practically year-round. So, my dad was a big influence for
being so supportive.” And now, the coach wants kids in the Chicago
area to be able to practice and play baseball year-round, just like
he had during his youth.

The hitting coach is none other than John
Cangelosi, founder of Cangelosi Baseball, located inside the Bo
Jackson’s Elite Sports facility.

Yes, THAT John Cangelosi, the guy who
seemingly came out of nowhere to steal a then-American League
rookie record 50 bases for the Chicago White Sox in the mid-1980s.
(The Chicago papers, in fact, were calling him “the 5-7 Kid from
Nowhere” when he became the White Sox’s starting center fielder in
1986.) Yes, John Cangelosi, the scrappy former Major League
Baseball switch-hitting outfielder who wound up having a 10-year
big-league career, winning a World Series ring with the Florida
Marlins in 1997. Now, “Cangy,” or “Candyman,” as he is nicknamed,
is back in Chicago helping young kids with the fundamentals, kids
who want to someday play in the big leagues as he had from 1985 to
1999.

“My dad taught me a lot about the
game at a young age,” reflects Cangelosi. “Many of the things he
taught me, I use today in my baseball organization.” For example,
he tells the kids that it’s not about winning or losing—or trying
to be the best. “It’s about loyalty, work ethic, respecting the
game and trying to be your best. And if it means you don’t win that
day, you don’t win. But you can’t put winning ahead of all those
other things. And that’s what my dad taught me at a very young age.
“That work ethic, along with the knowledge he learned over the
years from coaches and other players, is one of the reasons
Cangelosi managed to play in the big leagues for 10 seasons, as far
as Shelly Dunkel, his former high school coach, is concerned. “I’m
not surprised he had that long of a career in the pros,” adds
Dunkel with a smile today when reflecting on Cangelosi’s career. “I
still talk to his parents now. They’re great people, John and
Gladys. Johnny was a great kid too.”

 


* * *

 


March 10, 1963, was a big day in sports. On
that day, future Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Famer Wilt
Chamberlain scored 70 points—his third-highest point total that
season—in the San Francisco Warriors’ 163-148 loss to the Syracuse
Nationals. Chamberlain, playing in his fourth NBA season, would go
on to lead the league in points per game for the fourth consecutive
year, at 44.8. In an exhibition baseball game between the Reds and
White Sox, meanwhile, 21-year-old rookie Pete Rose went 2-for-2 in
his first appearance in a Cincinnati uniform. The future all-time
major-league leader in hits would be named the National League’s
Rookie of the Year that season. On the ice, the National Hockey
League’s Toronto Maple Leafs extended their undefeated streak to
six games with a 1-1 tie in Chicago. The streak would reach 10
before being snapped, and Toronto would go on to win its second
straight Stanley Cup—and its 11th overall—a month later. The Maple
Leafs would capture two more Stanley Cup championships in the
decade—but have never won another.

March 10, 1963, was also the day that John
Anthony Cangelosi, the son of an Italian aircraft mechanic, was
born. The future Major League Baseball switch-hitter was born to
John and Gladys Cangelosi in Brooklyn, New York, five years after
the Dodgers had moved from the neighborhood of Flatbush to the City
of Angels, Los Angeles. “No, I’m not John Jr. or John the Third or
whatever. I’m just John Cangelosi. Well, everyone called me Johnny.
My dad is John. I’m just Johnny,” Cangelosi explains.

“I hadn’t been born yet when the
Dodgers were in Brooklyn. My dad was a Brooklyn Dodgers fan. They
had some great teams there in the 1950s. But when the team moved
west, he said, ‘Forget it.’ Like a lot of other Brooklyn fans, he
never transferred his allegiance to L.A. He became a New York Mets
fan instead in the 1960s.”

And in fact, the family didn’t stay in
Brooklyn, either. Cangelosi’s father moved the family to Hialeah,
Florida, when little Johnny was still in his early childhood years,
to get out of their rough neighborhood. “I was born in Brooklyn,
but I left there when I was four,” says Cangelosi now when asked to
reminisce about his childhood in the most populous borough of New
York City. “I know I lived in a couple of apartments—and my
relatives still lived there—but I really don’t recollect much.”
While he doesn’t have a lot of memories about Brooklyn, he does
remember going back to New York as a youngster to visit his
cousins. “My parents used to take us back to New York once a year
to see my [relatives]. One time, we snuck into a game in New York
to watch a baseball game,” he says now, recalling a time in 1972
when he was at Shea Stadium with one of his cousins. “We were
sitting in the stands. I looked at my cousin and said, ‘I’m gonna
play for the Mets one day.’ And I ended up playing for the Mets in
’94—so that was kinda a cool little story.

“But I wasn’t really a Mets fan.
Or a Dodgers fan, for that matter. I loved Willie Mays, who, of
course, played many years for the Giants! But that day sitting in
the stands with my cousin… I remember Jerry Grote was catching, Ed
Kranepool was at first base, [Bud] Harrelson was at shortstop,
Cleon Jones was in left field, Rusty Staub was in right field, but
I can’t remember who was their third baseman that day. I think
Willie Mays was on that team. Tom Seaver was on that team, also,
but he wasn’t pitching on that day…”

But he does have a Tom Seaver story. When
Cangelosi made it to the White Sox’s Opening Day lineup in 1986 as
a rookie, the former Mets ace was pitching for Chicago that
afternoon. “Everyone has a story about when they met their idol; in
my case, I watched Tom Seaver growing up,” Cangelosi says now. “He
was traded to Boston that year in my rookie year, but he started
the season in Chicago.”

For Cangelosi, meeting his idol wasn’t exactly
what he thought it would be like. “Anyway, I had just made the team
and everyone was congratulating me, because I wasn’t supposed to
make the team. So, that was pretty cool. On Opening Day, I was
starting in center field and Tom was the starting pitcher. So then,
about an hour before the game started, Tom pulled me into the
lounge. I thought he was gonna congratulate me too; I was thinking,
‘Man, this is great. He’s gonna congratulate me! This is Tom
Seaver, a guy I watched growing up!’ But in the lounge, he was
playing with his finger by his thigh. He goes, ‘Hey man, I want you
to be watching me on the mound. If my thumb goes this way, I want
you to move to the left. If my thumb goes that way, I want you to
move to the right. You got it?’” Cangelosi was taken aback by
Seaver’s instructions. The rookie center fielder, however, wasn’t
about to let the Hall-of-Famer-to-be intimidate him. “I go,
‘Listen, Tom. I’ll play center field. You worry about pitching.’ I
basically let him know that I would do my job, and he could worry
about his own!”

He also had some memorable interactions with
Pete Rose, the all-time hits king who collected two hits in his
first-ever major-league spring-training game the same day Cangelosi
was born. “Really? I never knew that,” Cangelosi says when told
about that piece of trivia. “How cool is that?” The two men first
met in 1987, when Cangelosi’s Pittsburgh Pirates were playing the
Rose-managed Cincinnati Reds at Riverfront Stadium. “Back then at
the old Cincinnati stadium, the batting cage was near the Reds’
dugout,” he recalls. “So, we were in town, and I was hitting in the
cage before a game. Pete was sitting nearby and he was watching me
hit. After I was done, he came up to me and said, ‘Hey man, I like
the way you play. You’re a really good player.’ That’s Pete Rose,
the all-time hits leader, coming up to talk to me! At the time, I
was just in my second year in the big leagues. I said, ‘Hey man,
I’m not trying to blow smoke up your ass, but I model my game after
you. Growing up, you were one of my favorite players…’ It was a
really good conversation. To me, he was a genuine person. I mean, I
wish I’d had 4,000 hits in the big leagues like him.

“Then, years later, when he was
out of baseball, I was in Vegas one year. I was in one of the
malls… It was the mall at Caesars Palace, I think.”

While walking around in that particular mall
that summer day during the early 2000s, Cangelosi saw Rose signing
autographs for fans in the sporting goods store. He figured he
would approach the all-time hits king just to say hello. “As I was
walking by, I saw this long lineup, but I decided to walk over. I
said, ‘Hey, Pete. I know you’re busy but I just wanted to say hi.’
He said, ‘Nah, come sit down!’ I sat down and we talked, as he was
signing autographs. I believe I’d just retired from baseball at the
time. He goes, ‘What are you doing now?’ He was in the middle of
signing autographs and then he got up and said, ‘Just stay here.
I’m giving stuff away.’ He went to the back and brought out a
jersey with all his accolades on it—and gave that jersey to
me.

“It’s great to be able to spend
time talking to players you grew up watching… And I mean, I got to
play with quite a few Hall of Famers in my career, being teammates
with Tom Seaver and also Carlton Fisk and Harold Baines in Chicago…
I learned a lot about the game from watching and listening to a lot
of these guys.”

 


* * *

 


There were no Major League Baseball teams in
Florida during Cangelosi’s youth, but he was nonetheless a big
baseball fan because he was able to catch the superstars like
Seaver and Rose on television, on the Saturday Game of the
Week broadcasts. And growing up in Hialeah, like many boys his
age, Cangelosi loved all sports and played baseball as well as
football and basketball in his youth. He, like the other kids in
his neighborhood, also had the advantage of living near a park and
playing sports year-round. “I played basketball, football and
baseball,” he says now. “When I became a little older, I knew I
couldn’t play football or basketball, but I did like basketball.
But I had a certain talent for baseball and I loved playing the
game, so I continued it.”

Coming from a middle-class family, the
Cangelosis didn’t always have a lot of money, and thinking back,
John appreciates what his parents did for him so he could play
sports, in particular baseball, at a young age. Baseball, he
acknowledges today, is an expensive—not to mention
time-consuming—sport. As Cangelosi reflects now, his father and
mother made huge sacrifices for him—not just monetary but
time-wise, too—to have a career in the game of baseball.

“My dad wasn’t really around
because he worked the night shift,” says Cangelosi, recalling the
fact that there was a time he and his brother rarely saw their
father, an airplane mechanic for Eastern Air Lines, because of that
work schedule. “When we got home from school, he would go to work.
He would work from 3:00 to 11:00. He worked the night shift. When I
came home, he was gone and he was working.” Things changed,
however, when Cangelosi wanted to play for a baseball league called
the Hialeah Accord League—a league started by the father of future
big-league umpire Angel Hernandez—and wanted his dad there with
him.

“When I started playing for this
league, I was a little intimidated and I asked him to be my coach
because I didn’t know any coaches,” Cangelosi recalls. At that
time, his father transferred to day shift to accommodate John’s
baseball schedule. “So, he would go to work at 6:00 or 7:00 in the
morning and would be back at 3:00 or 4:00 and take me to practice
and be my coach. My dad didn’t really have to do that. He was used
to a certain schedule. He changed that for me and to be there for
me. My dad never really played organized baseball. He grew up in
New York and played stick ball on the streets and stuff like that.
He taught me a lot of things at a young age, [like] how to respect
the game, how to apply myself, [and] how to practice. It’s not
about winning or losing. It’s about playing the game. There are a
lot of memories that I have of him, where he taught me
value.”

One lesson which took a long time for John to
truly grasp was controlling his emotions on the field. But he tried
his best over the years—because his father had taught him from the
time he was in the Hialeah Accord League. “[One] thing that sticks
out in my mind came in a game where I had a bad at-bat,” Cangelosi
says now. “I wore my emotions on my sleeves, so I showed my
feelings on the field a lot. If I was mad or pissed off, I didn’t
really control it all that well when I was younger.” One time,
Cangelosi made an out in a key part of the game, and frustrated, he
threw his helmet, intending to slam it on the ground. “But [the
helmet] stuck to my finger and it went over the fence and hit a mom
on the shoulder. My dad literally got me by my shoulder, dragged me
over to the lady, and made me apologize. ‘Never do that again,’ he
told me. It was a vivid memory. I learned at that time how to still
stay mad but control it in a positive way.

“Instead of succumbing to it, I
controlled it in a positive way. I channeled my anger when I did
something wrong. I used it as a positive, like, ‘I’ll get ’em next
time.’ Or ‘That ain’t gonna happen again,’ instead of feeling sorry
for myself or taking it out on the field.”

That wasn’t the only thing his father taught
him. Cangelosi also learned, at a young age, to respect the game.
And respect the rules. As Shelly Dunkel, his high school coach,
remembers, John knew right from wrong by the time he got to Miami
Springs. “He had a girlfriend who worked for me as a batgirl at the
time,” laughs Dunkel, bringing up an example of how Cangelosi
followed the rules that were laid out to him. “We had the
understanding that business and pleasure don’t mix. Let her do her
job, he does his job, and stay away. He was good about it. He kept
the two separate.”

Cangelosi’s mother Gladys, of course, was also
a big influence early on. “My dad and mom were always there for
me,” Cangelosi explains. “We were middle-class people; we didn’t
have much money growing up. Traveling for baseball can be very
expensive; they were on every road trip with me. We traveled a lot.
My dad took time off work. There were a lot of other kids who would
have to go with friends. I don’t think my mom and dad ever, ever,
missed one game of mine. Never. They were at every game. You take
it for granted or you really don’t understand the magnitude of it
when you’re younger, but looking back at it now, I mean, for me,
one, it was a security blanket, and two, they got to experience me
playing baseball, but it gave me a sense of security or comfort,
and it instilled a certain confidence in me that everything was
gonna be okay for me.”

As Cangelosi himself acknowledges, his mother
was there for him in different ways, too. According to him, Gladys
had a huge impact in the development of his career, especially
during the high school years and in the first years of his
professional career. “I don’t wanna sound like a softie or
anything, but my mom was instrumental in my career,” Cangelosi
explains now. “The older I got, [the more] I would bounce things
off my mom. She was more my security. I liked talking to her. My
dad did a great job. But for some reason I had a connection with my
mom.” When Cangelosi was having a hard time, he would call her and
say, “Hey mom, I’m struggling. I’m not seeing the ball.” By the
time the phone call ended, all the worries had disappeared. “She
would have a way of turning it around and making me feel more
confident when I got off the phone,” he adds.

Cangelosi vividly recalls a specific
conversation in his mother’s car as she was driving him to a summer
tryout. “In high school, you have a high school team and then in
the summer time you have a tryout for a Summer League team,” he
explains. “They normally put three or four high schools in that
district together. We would have a tryout and the best players
would make that team. I played for this legion team, and this team
was by far [the best]. It was an All-Star team. The first year that
we played, we went all the way to the Legion World Series. We lost;
we came in third place. We lost to [future Mets pitcher] Sid
Fernandez; he was pitching for Hawaii and he ended up beating us.
We went to the Junior Olympics. Our whole team went when, I wanna
say, I was a sophomore or junior in high school, and we went to
Colorado Springs. We ended up winning the gold medal. On that team
there was me, [future big-league star] Danny Tartabull, Juan
Bustabad—he was a shortstop drafted in the first round but never
got to the big leagues; he played for Boston in the minor
leagues—and a few other guys that got drafted. In fact, 11 of the
12 got drafted, but just me and Danny Tartabull made it to the big
leagues.

“So, I’m a sophomore in the 10th
grade. My mom’s driving me to the tryouts. I go, ‘Mom, I’m too
small. I’m not gonna make this team.’ I was being a little wuss. My
mom pretty much kicked me out of the car. ‘You get your little ass
out there. You’re gonna try out, and I’ll pick you up in two
hours.’ I made the team, and the rest was history. It was a great
team. A lot of great players came out of there.”

His mom was there for him too when he made it
to the pros. “When I was in A-ball, I was struggling. I didn’t feel
good. I called up my mom. She goes, ‘Johnny, just go out and have
fun. You’ll forget about your problems.’ She just had a way of
defusing my pressure, and I liked talking to her. She made me come
out of a lot of slumps and stuff.” Even when the Chicago White Sox,
who drafted him in the fourth round in 1982, optioned him to Mexico
City, his mother was there for him when he was dealing with chicken
pox. “We’re a small family, very Italian,” he adds. “We kinda stick
together.”

Interestingly, while John Cangelosi went on to
play in Major League Baseball, he wasn’t the most gifted athlete in
the household. According to John himself, it was his brother Vince.
“My brother is 18 months older than me,” he says now. “My brother
was, by far, a better athlete than me. Everything came easy to him.
Unfortunately, he had some bad luck early on. But as far as being a
pure athlete, my brother could do anything. Football, baseball,
basketball. He could do anything he wanted to do, and not really
work at it. He was really, really good.”

An example of how John Cangelosi wore his
emotions on his sleeves came when he had an argument with
Vince—right there on the field. It was a quarrel that needed their
father to break up. It was an incident which also might have led to
Vince’s quitting baseball. “I was 12 or 13 years old. My dad was
still my coach. He had started coaching me when I was nine or
10.

“So, my dad’s the coach. I’m
pitching. My brother’s the catcher. He finally wanted to play again
[after not playing for a year]. My brother would play one year and
then not play. That was his downfall. He never stayed with it. I
don’t know what it was. But he could’ve had a very promising career
in pretty much any sport that he wanted to play.

“So, I’m pitching. I’m wild. I
walk the bases loaded. It was 100 degrees in Florida. It’s hot and
miserable. I’m walking everybody. I think I walk in two or three
runs. I’m still on the mound. My brother starts throwing the ball
back at me, harder and harder. I told him, ‘Stop throwing the ball
hard at me. If you do that one more time, I’m gonna let the ball go
into center field.’ Basically, we start arguing. And I think after
that game, it was the last game my brother played. He quit and
started doing other things.”

In terms of athletics, that was the biggest
difference between the brothers. John Cangelosi was determined to
play professional baseball; he wouldn’t entertain the idea of
giving up on his dream. Even if he was having a bad game or things
were going tough, he wasn’t going to quit. He was going to try to
beat you whenever he was on the field, no matter what. Even at a
young age, it was clear that Cangelosi had passion for the
game.

Those qualities were easily noticeable, even
by rival coaches. “And that’s how I got recruited to play junior
college,” Cangelosi reflects now.


Chapter Two

 The Road to
the Majors

 


Jim Hendry and I both went to my father, Demie
Mainieri. I said, ‘Pops, there’s this kid at Miami Springs that
you’ve got to get.’ We told him all about Johnny Cangelosi, and why
we thought that he would be an excellent player. I don’t think many
schools were recruiting John because of his size. And my dad
recruited him just based on Jim’s and my recommendation. And Johnny
ended up going to Dade-North and having a terrific
career.

—Paul Mainieri, former Columbus
High School assistant baseball coach (2018)

 


Paul Mainieri, then an assistant baseball
coach with Columbus High School, knew there was something special
about John Cangelosi, a short but speedy center fielder for the
rival Miami Springs High School. It was apparent watching him play
from the opposing dugout and from the coach’s box.

Mainieri, now the Head Baseball Coach at
Louisiana State University, recalls those days fondly. “I was just
a young coach fresh out of playing professional baseball and
graduating college,” says Mainieri now. “I was coaching at a school
called Columbus High School in Miami, Florida. I was actually the
assistant coach. The head coach was a guy named Jim Hendry. Jim was
only a year older than I am. So, I might have been 22 or 23, and
Jim might have been 24. So, we were just young guys. Jim ultimately
became the general manager of the Chicago Cubs. [As of 2018, Hendry
was a special assistant for New York Yankees general manager Brian
Cashman.]

“But at that time, he was just a
young high school coach and I was his assistant coach. We were
playing Miami Springs High School in a game, and this little guy
who was probably 5-foot-8, maybe 170 or 180 pounds or so—just a
little guy—and we got beat by Miami Springs High School. It was
like a one-man team. This guy was making catches in the outfield.
He hit a home run and I think they won 1-0. He was just a really
good ballplayer. He basically beat us singlehandedly.”

That “little guy” was none other than
Cangelosi, who impressed both Mainieri and Hendry enough that the
two coaches went to Demie Mainieri, Paul’s father and also a head
coach in college ball. “A couple of weeks later, we played them
again and this time at Columbus High School,” explains Paul
Mainieri today. “[Cangelosi] would get on base, steal bases and
play great defense. He just stood out like a sore thumb even though
he was just a little guy. And he threw left-handed and batted
right-handed, which was unique in baseball circles. You don’t see
many people who do that.

“So, I went to my father, who was
the coach at Miami Dade-North Community College and had been the
coach for many years; when he retired from coaching after a 30-year
career, he was generally regarded as the greatest junior college
coach in history. He had won a national championship and had five
near misses. He was the very first junior college coach to 1,000
career wins. I think he had about 35 of his former players reach
the major leagues, including John Cangelosi.”

Cangelosi himself remembers those high school
days well too. “Paul Mainieri and Jim Hendry both coached at
Columbus High School against me—I went to Miami Springs—and they
were both coaches on that team. I played very well against them,
and then Paul went to his dad, Demie Mainieri, to go recruit me!
Paul goes, ‘Dad, you’ve got to see this kid play.’ I mean, no one
was really coming after me but Paul Mainieri started the ball
rolling when he talked to his dad. Demie Mainieri came and saw me
play, and I ended up signing with Miami-Dade North.”

While Cangelosi dreamed of playing in the
major leagues, there were two things working against him despite
his hustle and speed on the base paths. One was his height; the
other was the fact he batted right-handed while throwing
left-handed.

“He was a left-handed thrower and
a right-handed hitter,” says Paul Mainieri of Cangelosi. “And even
though he popped that one out of the ballpark against us and had
surprising power for a little guy, his greatest attribute, really,
was his speed. He was a tremendous center fielder but he was a
great base stealer when he got on base. He was a good hitter
batting right-handed. But my father had tremendous foresight that a
left-handed throwing/right-handed hitting little guy probably would
not have much chance to make it to the major leagues. So, when
Johnny got to Dade-North, my dad forced him to learn to switch-hit
and bat left-handed as well as right-handed. And even though it was
very frustrating at times for Johnny—because he knew he was a
better hitter right-handed—my dad forced him to hit left-handed for
his own good. And ultimately, that became a very big factor to him
making it to the major leagues and having a [ten-year] career in
the big leagues.”
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