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Chapter One: 1966–1984

Growing Up with the Game

Of the thousands of baseball players who have appeared in the major leagues, only eight have been born in the state of Alaska. Those are pretty long odds.

 But Alaskan-born pitcher Curt Schilling has made a career of beating the odds. After becoming a professional baseball player it took Curt several years before he made it to the major leagues. Then it took several more years before he reached the major leagues to stay. The Red Sox, Orioles, and Astros all gave up on him before he finally proved he had what it took with the Philadelphia Phillies.

 The problem wasn’t Curt’s arm. It was his head. Throughout his first few years in professional baseball, most baseball people expected more from Schilling. He had all the natural ability in the world, but he lacked the discipline to make use of it. He expected baseball to be easy and didn’t take the game very seriously. He just didn’t realize how hard he had to work in order to succeed.

 It wasn’t until Curt Schilling learned to commit to doing more that he finally began to succeed as a major league pitcher. Even then the going wasn’t easy. Throughout his career he was plagued by a number of injuries and personal tragedies. Yet in the end he made himself not only one of the best pitchers in baseball, but one of the best people in the game, a player who gives his time and energy to help others.

 His unlikely story began in Alaska, where his father Cliff, a career soldier, was stationed. On November 14, 1966, Cliff’s wife Mary gave birth to a son, Curtis Montague Schilling.

 Cliff was a baseball lover who, Curt says, “put a ball and glove in my crib.” Baseball was a tough sport to play in Alaska. Had his father remained stationed there, it’s possible Curt would not have become a ballplayer. Fortunately Cliff was soon transferred out of Alaska to the lower forty-eight states where the weather made it easier to play baseball.

 Curt was what some people call an “army brat,” growing up on Army bases and moving every few years when his father was transferred. But no matter where the Schillings lived, Curt loved playing baseball. There are always plenty of children around an Army base and he always had someone to play with.

 For as long as he can remember, Curt played baseball. And for as long as he has played baseball, he has been able to throw the ball fast. “It’s a natural thing,” he once told a sportswriter, “something you are born with.” Even when Curt was very young, people noticed how hard he threw. When he was eight years old his father told him, “You have an arm that will let you be what you want to be.” Curt’s dad was right, but it would take Curt many years to fulfill his father’s prophecy.

 The Schillings eventually settled off-base in Paradise Valley near Scottsdale, Arizona. Curt loved the sunny Arizona weather. Nearly every day was perfect for playing baseball.

 Curt played in local youth leagues. But he wasn’t a pitcher. With his strong arm he played third base. He was one of the few players who could throw the ball accurately all the way across the diamond from third base to first.

 Curt was still a third baseman when he started to attend Shadow Mountain High School. He was beginning to realize that he threw harder than most other high school players. When he was in his junior year the Cincinnati Reds held a tryout camp near his home town. Curt decided to attend.

 He was just one of more than a hundred young players hoping to grab the attention of the Reds scouts. Even though major league teams scour the country looking for prospects, they still hold occasional open tryout camps to make sure they don’t miss any good young players. At seventeen years old, Curt was one of the youngest players at the tryout. Many of the other players were young men from local colleges. Curt knew if he was going to get the scouts to notice him, he’d have to show them something spectacular.

 Before the tryouts, the scouts took every player’s name and attached a number to his back. The players were then lined up to participate in drills. Traditionally, the first drill is a timed dash, usually 40 yards. For many players, the timed run is the closest they come to the major leagues. Unless they run it quickly enough they aren’t considered prospects and are sent home.

 Pitchers, however, are excluded from the run. Scouts don’t care if they can run fast or not. They only care how fast they can throw. Curt knew he couldn’t run very well and was afraid he’d miss the cut before he got a chance to hit or do anything else. He had done some pitching, so he got in line with the other pitchers.

 After warming up, each player was sent to the pitchers’ mound to throw to a catcher. One scout stood near the mound with a notebook, taking down the pitcher’s number and calling it out so the other scouts knew who was throwing. One scout stood behind the backstop with a radar gun to measure how fast each pitcher threw.

 Most high school pitchers throw about 75 miles per hour. Even though few people can consistently hit a baseball thrown that hard, 75 miles per hour isn’t nearly fast enough to succeed as a professional pitcher. College pitchers typically throw at least 80 miles per hour and professional pitchers throw at least 85 miles per hour. Some, like Randy Johnson and Curt Schilling, can throw 100 miles per hour.

 Curt didn’t throw that hard — yet. But he did throw hard.

 When the scout called his name Curt stood on the mound and placed his toe on the rubber. He had pitched a little, so he was confident he could throw the ball over the plate. But he had no idea how hard he threw.

 He took a deep breath and then started a slow windup, lifting his arms over his head, turning his body and then stepping toward home plate while throwing the ball with all his might. Pop! The ball slammed into the catcher’s mitt and the sound echoed across the diamond. Other players turned their heads when they heard it and started to watch.

 The scout behind the plate looked at the number on the radar gun and wrote it down. The catcher threw the ball back to Curt. He wound up and threw again.

Pop! Once again the ball rifled into the catcher’s mitt. The scene was repeated another ten or twelve times before the scout told Curt that was enough. As Curt stepped away from the mound, another scout at the camp approached him and asked his name. Then he said something that startled Curt.

 “You hit ninety miles per hour on the gun,” he said. Curt couldn’t believe it. He knew he threw hard, but he didn’t know he could throw that hard.

 The scout then started asking Curt all sorts of questions, like where he went to school and the name of his coach. Then he asked if he was a senior.

“I’m just a junior,” said Curt.

 The scout shook his head. The Reds were looking for players they could sign to a professional contract in the next draft. To be eligible to play professionally, young men had to be eighteen years old or be a high school graduate. As a high school junior, Curt wouldn’t be eligible to be drafted for another year. The scout sent him away, but told him the Reds wouldn’t forget about him. In the meantime he told Curt to keep pitching.

 From that moment on, Curt knew he was a pitcher. As he said later, “I knew I was too slow to run the bases.”

 Although he still made occasional appearances in the field, in his senior year Curt focused on pitching. That was fine with Curt’s coach. The Shadow Mountain Mustangs were one of the most successful baseball programs in the Phoenix area and he could always use another pitcher.

 The Mustangs already had a deep and experienced pitching staff, led by seniors Rick Rock, David Cassidy, and Ed Janashak. They all deserved to pitch and the Shadow Mountain coach made sure that everyone got a chance. Although Curt did well, he didn’t have the opportunity to pitch as much as he would have liked.

 But Curt did more than just play baseball in high school. One of his friends had one of the first Apple home computers. Curt took one look at the computer and was hooked. He soon had his own and has since described himself as a “geek.”

 Curt was a good student in most subjects. But when he was really interested in the subject, he was outstanding. Then he had to learn everything he possibly could about it, and sometimes neglected his work in other subjects. He particularly enjoyed history.

 But baseball was still the most important thing in Curt’s life. He believed he had the talent and drive to make it as a professional ballplayer. In order to do that, he knew it would be best if he attended college. Although major league teams were expressing interest in Curt, he hadn’t been pitching very long and was still unpolished. He wasn’t considered a sure-fire prospect and was likely to be drafted in the lower rounds. Players drafted in the lower rounds don’t receive a great deal of money — or a lot of time to prove themselves. He knew he could end up just playing a year and then getting released. And once he signed a professional contract, he wouldn’t be eligible to play in college.

 Playing baseball in college made the most sense, but Curt wasn’t receiving scholarship offers from the schools he wanted to go to. But Yavapai Junior College, a community college in nearby Prescott, Arizona, had a terrific baseball program. Many students attend junior college for a year or two, adjusting to college life and improving their skills before transferring to a four-year school. Curt decided to play in a summer league, then attend Yavapai in the fall of 1985 and play baseball for the school the following spring. If he had a good year for Yavapai, he knew that a four-year school might offer him a scholarship. If he had a great year, he knew that he might even be drafted in the next pro baseball draft. After all, he was still growing, still improving, and still learning to pitch. An additional year of experience was certain to help.
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