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DEDICATION


This book is dedicated to the memory of Don Schellhammer, Sr., who died in November 2001 after a lengthy illness. At 58, Don was buried at St. Anne’s Cemetery in Sturbridge, Massachusetts.
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INTRODUCTION




Tomorrow is the most important thing in life.


Comes into us at midnight very clean.


It’s perfect when it arrives and it puts itself in our hands.


It hopes we’ve learned something from yesterday.


—JOHN WAYNE’S EPITAPH
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AS I RECALL, the seasonably cool morning of December 9, 1980, became bitterly cold, for me anyway, right around ten o’clock. I think that’s when all this started, more or less.


I took my seat in an English class, nothing new there, and when the bell rang moments later, Chris Lozier bounced to her place directly in front of me. She was bright and cheerful, and in those days her arrival was a highlight.


“Can you believe that about John Lennon?” she asked.


“What, did he make a disco record or something?”


“No, he’s dead. Someone shot him last night.”


And so it was. The quick flash of a gun had claimed another victim. John Lennon hadn’t been the first popular figure to pass on, and he wouldn’t be the last, but the senselessness of his death, and the starkness of its brutality against the kindhearted way of his life, struck a particularly heartfelt chord. While a generation that had been raised to a Beatles soundtrack contemplated its own mortality, the world mourned. At school a few months later we were treated to a rendition of Lennon’s “Imagine” by a most unlikely singer, a fellow student named John Wood. He sang it during an assembly and when he finished, the student body clapped reverentially. Though the pall of Lennon’s death lingered, the pieces were picked up and everyone got over it. There was nothing else to be done.


During the mid-1980s, I attended university in Lowell, Massachusetts, swallowing whole the indoctrinations of the town’s famous literary son, Jack Kerouac, an exhilarating drunk whose ruminating mind tended toward the exploration of society’s underbelly. In an untimely fashion in 1969, Jack drank himself to death, and the buzz in some circles was that he was buried in a nearby cemetery. As friends and I had frequented his old barroom haunts, a pilgrimage to his grave seemed fitting.


The visit proved to be more complicated than I had anticipated. There are numerous cemeteries in Lowell and nobody seemed to know in which one Jack was buried. I finally learned the name of the cemetery by tracking down his obituary, but then had to figure out how to get there. Upon our arrival, my plan was again confounded: The office was closed, there was no directory, and Jack’s grave could be anywhere among the thousands of stones. After wandering the cemetery’s rows for a few hours I gave up the search, but returned a few weeks later with John Macolini, a college roommate and fellow Kerouac devotee. Together we eventually located Jack’s grave, but I knew there had to be an easier way to find such landmarks.


The locations of famous graves, and especially the puzzle of exactly how to find them, appealed to me as a kind of offbeat treasure hunt, but responsibilities beckoned and I put the matter on the back burner. Then, in 1992, the death of Sam Kinison, a sublimely deranged comedian, prompted me to pursue a quirky mental exercise: I began to compile a list of the famous deceased who mattered to me, or who might matter to someone else. Personalities like Babe Ruth and James Dean came to mind quickly and, once the most obvious individuals had been collected, I ferreted out additional notable folks from library reference sources. “Year in Review” issues of magazines were especially useful, and they yielded many more obscure and/or unconventional famous people, such as Dian Fossey, Jim Fixx, and Oskar Schindler. After compiling a list of several hundred famous deceased, I was the proud owner of an apparently worthless pile of information. Filing it away, I moved on.


But in 1994, I chanced upon a newspaper article concerning John Lennon’s slaying. Across the street from the Dakota apartment building in New York City where he was shot, a section of Central Park had been dedicated to his memory and named “Strawberry Fields.” More than a dozen years after John’s death, a steady stream of visitors continued to arrive there in order to commune with John’s spirit, their captivation showing no sign of abating. The article was a concise digest of this curious phenomenon, though, at its most fundamental level, the reporter didn’t quite understand it. But I did.


Humans are unique in the cognizance of their own mortality. Though some may cling optimistically to the concept of a joyous hereafter, most acknowledge our granular contribution to the infinite beach of time and, by default, concede that the ultimate substance of our individual lives is largely irrelevant. But while we accept that all things must pass and nobody lives forever, we still strive to achieve a singularity, a legacy by which we might be remembered. This very human desire to “live on” is affirmed by the importance and elaborateness of our cemeteries, our penchant for visiting and caring for them, and the universally accepted notion of “respect for the dead.” Every tombstone, a kind of waypoint between life and death, confirms individuality. “I was somebody,” they seem to say.


Nearly 7,000 “somebodies” die in the United States every day, their passing mourned by survivors who keep the flame of their memory burning until joining them in ashes and dust. Though most passings are recognized by relatively small circles of family and friends, some deaths are more publicly mourned because, for better or worse, these people made a lasting imprint on the fabric of our society’s culture. That culture includes all of us, and when John Lennon, or any famous or infamous person, is raised in memory, it’s for the purpose of acknowledging and celebrating his or her unique and lasting stamp on our lives.


In the fall of 1994 I retrieved my list of famous deceased and the next step became obvious: It was time to find and document the resting places of our cultural heroes—and I was just the guy to do it. The project was ideally suited to my interests in history, travel, and research and, furthermore, I saw it as an opportunity to make the world just a little bit more fair. It somehow didn’t seem equitable that some of our national icons, like John F. Kennedy and Elvis Presley, basked in the adoration of those who made the journey to the location of their well-documented monuments, while other worthy folks were relegated to the margins, cast off and all but forgotten.


I’ve since cataloged the locations of more than 1,000 famous graves, over 500 of which are described in this book, and believe me, it’s been an enormous undertaking. There were multiple frustrations in locating many of the graves, and I pursued countless dead ends (no pun intended). However, that which did not kill me made me stronger, and I’m now grateful for my original ignorance: Had I comprehended the scheme’s ultimate dimensions, I most certainly would have come up with a different hobby, and you’d be channel surfing right now.


Nonetheless, though there were innumerable disappointments and setbacks, it seemed that I was always rewarded for my persistence. Every blundering pitfall was supplanted by an equally elevating triumph. At a California cemetery, I suffered the wrath of some wasps whose nest I had inadvertently disturbed, but that misadventure resulted in a friendship with the groundskeeper. Later, I tapped out parts of this manuscript at his lofty Sierra Nevada mountain retreat. There were problems with rental cars: One particularly unlucky Taurus suffered a late-night collision with a near-sighted owl and, 20 minutes later, while I peeked through the new pattern of cracks in the windshield as we glided along a foggy stretch of Wisconsin blacktop, a suicidal skunk ambled into the car’s path. The skunk never knew what hit him, but I’ll bet the friendly Hertz staff in Minneapolis still cringes at the memory of that car’s return. At another point, I accidentally deposited my vehicle’s keys into a Long Island mailbox, but my idiocy was rewarded when it turned out that the mailman who arrived to retrieve them had known Mario Puzo personally. The helpful public servant showed me Mario’s current digs and, with lukewarm Bud Lights retrieved from under the seat of his government-issue jeep, we saluted the progenitor of the fictitious Corleone crime family. In Texas, I lost a few pages of notes during a horrific windstorm but, a few days later in the lonely outpost of Picacho, New Mexico, I felt compensated when I was asked to serve as a sort of impromptu pallbearer for a forgotten pauper. I never knew what might be around the next bend in the road, and for that I’m thankful. It was an adventure.


I have one last anecdote to share. It’s a little lengthy, but it’s interesting, it’s true, and it swings us full circle.


In October 1997 I was visiting famous graves in the Deep South, cutting a swath from Nashville to New Orleans when, on a dark stretch of Mississippi pavement, I came upon a traffic jam. There had been an accident and the road was temporarily closed to traffic in both directions. The midnight air was chilly so most people stayed in their idling vehicles, but I pulled to the side, slipped on my coat, and walked up to the crash site. It was gruesome—a pickup truck had clocked a bridge, and a dozen solemn bystanders gave the rescue team plenty of room. Unbelievably, I recognized the man who stood next to me in a dungaree shirt and cream-colored, flat-brimmed hat. I had to look twice, not quite trusting my eyes, but—sure enough—it was Bob Dylan. An hour earlier he had performed in concert at Mississippi State University, but he now stood anonymously in the shadows, exchanging short remarks with his personal bodyguard, a tough-looking Asian man nearly as thick as he was tall.


I casually sidled up to Dylan and offered commentary on the crash, but he was wary. His rugged sidekick eyed me suspiciously, no doubt concerned that his boss might end up like his old friend John Lennon. My mind working at hyperspeed, I desperately sought a dialogue a notch above the typical tongue-tied, starstruck blather that Dylan most certainly detested. Knowing that he was a fan of boxing, I ventured to share a chuckle with him over the recent Mike Tyson ear-biting debacle, but the conversation quickly stalled. I dug deep. The previous day, in Montgomery, Alabama, I had visited the grave of Hank Williams and it just so happened that I knew that Dylan was a dyed-in-the-wool Hank fan. So I told him about it. And remarkably, he listened. For the first time, he looked at me while I spoke. There was something to this grave stuff after all.


The accident scene was almost cleared and the drivers that had been delayed grew anxious. Bystanders were now murmuring and pointing their fingers; Dylan had been recognized, and a state trooper interrupted us, asking for an autograph. The trooper went away satisfied, but the escort indicated that they should be returning to the tour bus. Dylan turned to leave and then paused. He asked me, “What was the name of that cemetery?”


I don’t know that Bob Dylan ever paid a call to Hank Williams’ grave, but I like to think that he did. In 1975 he had visited Jack Kerouac’s grave in Lowell and, sitting cross-legged while Allen Ginsberg chanted along in double time, he strummed a guitar for the amusement of Jack’s ghost. That was a fitting homage; such humble alms are precisely suited to the occasion of visiting a person’s resting place, whether it’s of someone famous or otherwise. My sojourns were never about being photographed in the presence of their notoriety or checking graves off in the style of a grocery list. I’ve conscientiously maintained a model of decorum and, should you choose to visit any of these sites, I trust you’ll preserve the tradition.


In the grand scheme of things, I don’t suppose that all of this talk about the deceased and their graves amounts to a hill of beans. Still, I choose to believe that keeping a flame of memory burning for them matters somehow, even if it’s in some mystical way that we cannot fully grasp. For that reason, I uphold my end of that unspoken accord. Maybe now you will join me.


—TOD BENOIT
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HANK AARON


FEBRUARY 5, 1934 – JANUARY 22, 2021


THOUGH HE LACKED the swaggering charisma and flair of his contemporaries, Henry “Hammerin’ Hank” Aaron was admired as a model of steady excellence on the baseball diamond. Too, of course, in 1974 he eclipsed Babe Ruth’s home run record of 714 before retiring with 755, a number that remained hallowed in all of sports for over three decades.


At just 16, Hank played for the semi-pro Mobile Black Bears, and next was signed by the Indianapolis Clowns, a barnstorming team that combined entertainment with baseball, akin to basketball’s Harlem Globetrotters. By 1954 he signed with the Milwaukee Braves and, though it was already seven years since Jackie Robinson had broken the Major League’s color barrier, the Old South yet thrived and Hank bore abusive expletives from the bleachers, yelling that he was alligator bait, among countless other insolent epithets. Hailing from Alabama, he was no stranger to the gross humiliations of rigid segregation but had imagined professional baseball would be an escape from discrimination, and the indifference that teammates, executives, and fans often had for his ill treatment was a hard pill to swallow.


On the field, few players were as skilled at every dimension of the game as was Hank. At barely 180 pounds, he was hardly the picture of a typical slugger, but somehow he whipped the bat at uncommon speed and at one time or another led the National League in virtually every hitting category. Deceptively fast and having terrific hands, he won three Gold Gloves for his defensive outfield play and he was named to the All-Star team 25 times.


Playing for teams outside the loop of America’s major media centers, Hank was a step removed from the banter of around-the-water-cooler sports talk for much of his career, but as he chased Ruth’s record in 1973, he emerged as a prolific national figure, though, unsurprisingly, not everyone was thrilled he might supplant a white baseball icon.
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Despite the hate mail and death threats, Hank smashed his 715th homerun over the fence in the fourth inning of a game against the Dodgers on April 8, 1974. Circling the bases with his head held high and elbows back, he was joined by exuberant admirers who leaped the fence, while “No. 715” flashed on the upper deck scoreboard and fireworks exploded overhead. After a wild 11-minute ovation from jubilant stadium spectators, famed broadcaster Vin Scully spoke to the history of the moment for both the diamond and beyond it.


Two years later, Hank closed out his Major League career as a Milwaukee Brewer. He returned to the Braves as vice president in charge of player development and later was elevated to senior vice president. Heightening his role as an entrepreneur, he owned some three dozen franchises of Popeye’s and Arby’s, plus a handful of car dealerships where customers were treated to an autographed baseball with every purchase.


In 1999 on the 25th anniversary of his record-breaking home run, Major League Baseball created the Hank Aaron Award, given annually to the players with the best overall offensive performances in each league. A permanent exhibit chronicling his life is on display at the Baseball Hall of Fame, and his childhood home now rests at Hank Aaron Stadium in his old haunt of Mobile, Alabama.


Hank died in his sleep at age 86 and was buried at South-View Cemetery in Atlanta, Georgia.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 1990 Jonesboro Road SE, turn immediately right, and Hank’s is the 24th stone on the right.














LOU ALBANO


JULY 29, 1933 – OCTOBER 14, 2009


COLORFUL AND KOOKY, crazed and charismatic, “Captain” Lou Albano was a larger-than-life pro-wrestling icon who helped turn what was once a fringe, low-rent sport into a pop culture phenomenon.


After a short stint in the Army ended in 1951, Lou’s father had nearly convinced his hard-to-handle son to open an insurance agency with him, but after a chance meeting with a distant cousin Lou was persuaded that his fortune lay in the fledgling business of wrestling instead. Following a lackluster start as “Leaping Lou,” Albano teamed up with Tony Altomare to form “The Sicilians,” and the duo played up a sort of half-assed stereotypical Italian mobster shtick all the way to a WWF (then the World Wrestling Federation) United States Tag Team title.


Moving on to managing wrestlers beginning in the 1970s, he compiled a stable of some of the toughest and meanest heels in the business and, along the way, developed a unique persona as a ranting, hoarse-voiced blowhard. Under an unkempt mane he delighted in half-open Hawaiian shirts that revealed a generous portion of his flabby 310-pound physique, and he sported three rubber bands dangling from a pin on one cheek, a few others hanging from an ear, and yet another wrapped tightly around his wildly curly goatee. Portraying a streetwise bully, he challenged his rivals’ manhood and hurled politically incorrect epithets at the gathered crowds. He was a jerk and a weasel, a guy willing to talk big who remained safely situated behind his various protégés. But while his cowardice infuriated the crowd, Lou saw himself otherwise: “Sure, I yell and holler a lot, but in real life? I’m a regular guy just trying to make a living.”


Albano’s career continued along this crowd-displeasing path until 1983 when he met then-hot pop star Cyndi Lauper on a flight to Puerto Rico. Perhaps seeing a kindred spirit in one another, the unlikely duo teamed up in her new video for “Girls Just Want to Have Fun,” with Albano playing her domineering father. Soon he appeared in a string of her music videos and even briefly lured her into the wrestling world and, though the whole thing was just a logical business decision for Lou, the campaign pushed wrestling toward the mainstream. In short order there were wrestlers on talk shows and in commercials seemingly everywhere. Wrestling had been lurking in the shadows all along, but the Rock ’n’ Wrestling movement made it inescapable and Lou, a sort of patron saint of the WWF, became its main benefactor as he was vaulted to show business fame.


But after just a few years, Lou’s star was shadowed by younger personalities such as Hulk Hogan, though Lou seemed not to mind. “I’ve been married to the same woman for 32 years, and I’ve got four wonderful grown kids. Cyndi and I are lifetime honorary chairpersons for multiple sclerosis, and when I started doing charity work, for the first time people said, ‘Hey, fat guy, you’re not so bad after all.’”


At 76, Lou died in his sleep of a heart attack and was buried at Rose Hills Memorial Park in Putnam Valley, New York.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 101 Mill Street, drive past the office and up the winding hill, staying straight at the four-way intersection. Head for and drive between the mausoleums at the top, parking at the end of the drive on the left. Walk into and through that mausoleum and then turn right. You’ll find the Captain near the end of this outside walkway in the third row from the bottom.














MUHAMMAD ALI


JANUARY 17, 1942 – JUNE 3, 2016


AFTER HIS BICYCLE was stolen off a Louisville street, 12-year-old Cassius Clay Jr. began boxing in order to exact revenge on the thief. Though that day of retribution never materialized, eight Golden Gloves titles and an amateur record of 100-5 did, and in 1960 the talkative teenager returned from Rome an Olympic gold medalist, as well as a professional contender.


Vanquishing one opponent after another, and often even predicting in rhyming and comical verse how and when he’d send an opponent to the mat, boxing’s new wonder boy soon developed a mass following. Courted by the most eminent promoters and agents, whom he quickly rejected, he found his direction in the Nation of Islam, a Muslim sect that rejected the pacifism of typical civil rights activism, and he secretly converted in 1963. After pummeling heavyweight champion Sonny Liston the following year, the vainglorious new champion renounced his Cassius Clay “slave name” and said he would be known from then on as Muhammad Ali.


In rejecting his birth name and adopting a seemingly subversive one, Ali came to represent a new kind of athlete, someone who created his own style in defiance of past traditions. Seemingly overnight, he went from a bubbly, boyish champion with a gift of gab to a quasi-revolutionary. Nonetheless, casual and unpredictable, Ali was perfectly suited to television and became a talk-show and sports program fixture.


Despite the seeming contradiction of a boxer advocating nonviolence, in 1967 Ali refused military induction and was condemned as a draft dodger. “Why should they ask me to put on a uniform and go 10,000 miles from home and drop bombs and bullets on brown people in Vietnam, after so-called Negro people in Louisville are treated like dogs and denied simple human rights?” he asked. His boxing license and heavyweight crown stripped, convicted of draft evasion and sentenced to five years in prison, Ali still refused to serve and held firm to his principle of pacifism, maintaining that his Muslim beliefs forbade him from participating in the killing of others. His pronouncement outraged much of middle America, but as the war dragged on and the cultures of youth and black America surged, the national conscience stirred. Ultimately, the episode elevated Ali as an emblem of conscience and courage.


Though he never actually had to serve any prison time, as the conviction was reversed on appeal and his boxing license restored in 1970, Ali lost three years of his athletic prime. After two tune-up fights, the 29-year-old sought to regain his heavyweight title from the new champion, Joe Frazier, in a highly touted bout guaranteeing each man at least $2.5 million, the highest payday for any athlete up to that time. Frazier won the match by unanimous decision, and Ali suffered his first professional defeat.


Their slugfest ignited a decade-long golden era for heavyweight boxing. To the cadence of inimitable Howard Cosell commentary, Ali, Frazier, George Foreman, and Leon Spinks beat one another mercilessly in a series of celebrated international spectacles with names such as “Rumble in the Jungle” and “Thrilla in Manila.” Ali regained the title in 1974, lost and then won it back again in 1978, and then, finally, after losing the title yet again in 1980, he retired.


Even before retirement, Ali was showing signs of slurred speech and general sluggishness, but in 1982 he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease, a condition that slowly robbed him of both his verbal grace and his physical dexterity. As his health gradually declined, Ali threw himself into humanitarian work and was admired not just as a supreme athlete but as a symbol of understanding and hope. With his push for philanthropic causes and incessant crisscrossing of the globe, whoever he met with—heads of state, royalty, or the Pope—agreed that Ali was always the most famous person in the room.


Asked to share his personal philosophy near the end of his life, Ali’s wife read what he’d written: “I never thought of the possibility of failing, only of the fame and glory I was going to get when I won.… When I proclaimed that I was the greatest of all time, I believed in myself, and I still do.”


After being hospitalized for a respiratory illness, Ali died at 74 of septic shock “due to unspecified natural causes” and was buried at Cave Hill Cemetery in Louisville, Kentucky.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 701 Baxter Avenue and follow the green line that’s painted in the road to Ali’s grave.














ANDRE THE GIANT


MAY 19, 1946 – JANUARY 27, 1993


ANDRE RENE ROUSSIMOFF, of French heritage and better known as Andre the Giant, was a professional wrestler afflicted with a genetic disorder resulting in gigantism. In 1973 he made his American debut at Madison Square Garden and, proving fantastically successful, wrestled more than 300 days a year for the next 16-odd years, becoming one of the world’s most famous professional athletes.


Though he was advertised as 7-foot-4, he was probably just under seven feet and tipped the scales at around 500 pounds. Andre’s immense appetites for food and alcohol were legendary, and it was estimated he consumed 7,000 calories a day in alcohol alone.


In 1987, he played Fezzik, the gentle giant in the movie The Princess Bride, a role for which he was suited in both dimension and disposition, and it remained one of his most cherished achievements—he carried a video of the film with him when he traveled and held frequent screenings.


Unfortunately, as he grew older his size caused him frequent health problems and he became increasingly overweight and immobile.


In Paris, Andre attended his father’s funeral and the following day died of a heart attack in a room at the Hôtel de la Trémoille. Just 46, he was cremated and his ashes scattered at his horse ranch in Ellerbe, North Carolina.














ARTHUR ASHE


JULY 10, 1943 – FEBRUARY 6, 1993


ARTHUR ASHE WAS the first African American man to win tennis’ most prestigious tournaments: the U.S. Open and Wimbledon. He first learned to play tennis on a segregated playground, then parlayed that into a 12-year career that included 33 singles and 18 doubles titles. He later became president of the Association of Tennis Professionals and captain of the Davis Cup team, which won two championships under his direction.






[image: image]







Though the titles and ensuing endorsement contracts made Arthur a millionaire, wealth didn’t distract him from the social issues of the day. He became a civil rights activist, fighting for all minorities that were victims of exclusionary practices. He also served as the national campaign chairman for the American Heart Association, edited several books, and contributed generously to African American programs everywhere.


After Arthur disclosed that he had AIDS in 1992, he devoted himself to becoming a role model in the fight against the disease, and began a $5 million fund-raising effort on behalf of his namesake foundation.


At 49 Ashe died of pneumonia, a complication brought on by AIDS, and was buried at Woodland Cemetery in Richmond, Virginia.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 2300 Magnolia Road, turn at the first left, and proceed for 100 yards. Arthur’s grave is on the left.


Fans of Arthur’s will also want to view the statue crafted in his honor on Monument Avenue. As a child, Arthur had not been allowed to play on Richmond’s segregated tennis courts, but today his memorial stands tall in the heart of the Confederacy’s capital city.














RED AUERBACH


SEPTEMBER 20, 1917 – OCTOBER 28, 2006


AFTER LEAVING THE Navy in 1946 where he’d directed the sports program at Norfolk Naval Base, basketball legend Red Auerbach signed on as coach for the Washington Capitols during the Basketball Association of America’s first season. Four years later, Red moved over to the fledgling Boston Celtics franchise even though the future of the team and the entire NBA was hardly secure—by 1955 seven of the league’s franchises had gone belly-up and more than once Red paid the Celtics travel costs out of his own pocket.


But six winning seasons drove Celtics ticket sales up and in 1956, through shrewd maneuverings, Red secured the services of gifted defensive center Bill Russell and that acquisition began the greatest basketball dynasty the country has ever seen. By the end of Red’s 39-year coaching and general manager career—a tenure marked by him berating referees and pacing the sidelines with a rolled-up program in his clenched fist—the stocky and cantankerous Red had led the Celtics to 16 championships including a sure-to-be-unequaled eight straight from 1959 through 1966.


Defining his secret to coaching in his 2004 biography, Let Me Tell You a Story, Red said: “I teach my players not to accept the philosophy that being a sore loser is a bad thing. Only losers accept losing.”


A longtime tradition of Red’s had been to light and savor a victory cigar—his favorite was the Hoyo de Monterrey Excalibur—during a game’s late moments as it became apparent that victory was at hand. The customary seat he occupied as elder statesman of the game in his later years at TD BankNorth Garden—Loge 12, Row 7, Seat 1—is devoid of any telltale burn marks, but to this day fans visit it briefly to have their picture snapped in the legend’s chair.


At 89, Red died of a heart attack. In a casket lined in Celtic green, he was buried at King David Memorial Gardens in Falls Church, Virginia.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 2725 Hollywood Road, turn right at the first drive, and stop at the top of this loop, immediately after the small grove of trees with a walkway. In the grass on your left, inside the loop, Red’s flat bronze marker surrounded in marble is at Plot 15-137-3A.














KOBE BRYANT


AUGUST 23, 1978 – JANUARY 26, 2020


PUTTING UP HUNDREDS of shots per day in his family’s suburban Philadelphia driveway, basketball superstar Kobe Bryant began the perfection of his form at an early age, and it paid off when barely a week out of high school he demonstrated his unearthly speed, outrageous shooting prowess, and kangaroo-like jumping ability at an audition for legendary Lakers coach Jerry West, who famously declared at its conclusion, “He’s better than anybody on our team right now.” A month later his parents would cosign a Lakers contract for him, as Kobe was yet under legal age. A larger-than-life favorite of Los Angeles fans from the moment he suited up, Kobe’s standing went stratospheric and league-wide when he won the NBA Slam Dunk Contest months later at age 18. So began the era of “Showboat,” as some called him, in a stretch of hoop glory known as Showtime.


A gifted, fierce, and seemingly invincible competitor on the court, Kobe was powered by a bottomless pool of self-confidence. Playing a style that served his ambition to surpass the accomplishments of Michael Jordan, the brash teenager was soon headbutting with teammate Shaquille O’Neal in a contentious strife over who was the team’s alpha while sports writers salivated over the years-long discord. By 2016 when Kobe walked away from the NBA after twenty seasons with the Lakers, the stats affirmed his dominance, and even Shaq himself was humbled by Kobe’s legacy. The team retired both jersey numbers he’d worn over two 10-season stretches—numbers 8 and 24—and in perhaps the ultimate Showtime flourish, he scored 60 points in his final game. Still today, shouts of “Kobe!” often ring out when a remarkable athletic maneuver is nailed.


Grooming his own mystique as he approached (but never reached) the club of athlete billionaires, Kobe had taken to giving himself nicknames—“Black Mamba” and then “Vino”—and when he announced his farewell from the game, it was through a poem he penned called “Dear Basketball.” After its adaptation into an animated short film, he was handed an Oscar and his transformation as a man of modern Renaissance was on track.


But the fairy tale ended on a foggy Sunday morning in the San Fernando Valley when Kobe’s Sikorsky S-76 helicopter dubbed “The Mamba Chopper” crashed on a steep hillside, killing the 41-year-old, his 13-year-old daughter Gianna, and seven others. A sobering description of dismembered body parts and violently shattered bones included in the coroner’s report affirms that all died instantaneously from blunt trauma.


Kobe’s identity was confirmed using fingerprints, and he and Gianna are in an unmarked grave, the location of which the family chooses not to divulge, at Pacific View Memorial Park in Newport Beach, California.














WILT CHAMBERLAIN


AUGUST 21, 1936 – OCTOBER 12, 1999


THE 7-FOOT-1 WILT Chamberlain so dominated the game of basketball that, in direct response to his abilities, the NBA changed some of its rules in order to give everyone else a fighting chance. The lane under the basket was widened, the offensive-goaltending rule was implemented, and regulations regarding inbounding and free throws were revised. Though the changes served their purpose to some degree, Wilt “the Stilt” continued to be a heavy presence. By the time of his 1973 retirement, he’d set a number of records, two of which will probably never be broken. First, Wilt never once fouled out through 1,205 games. Second, in 1962 he scored an astonishing 100 points in a single game.


In 1991 it came out that Wilt also held one other pseudo-record, though it was somewhat nefarious and hard to verify. In his autobiography, A View from Above, the lifelong bachelor devoted an entire chapter to sex and there made the revelation that, if he had to count his sexual encounters, he’d be closing in on 20,000 women. “Yes, that’s correct, twenty thousand different ladies,” he wrote. “At my age, that equals out to having sex with 1.2 women a day, every day since I was fifteen years old.” Some fans recoiled at Wilt’s macho accounting and roundly criticized him, while others contemplated that, even if he was exaggerating by a factor of 10…


At 63, Wilt died of congestive heart failure. He was cremated and his ashes were entrusted to his family.














ROBERTO CLEMENTE


AUGUST 18, 1934 – DECEMBER 31, 1972


IT WAS A long journey to the Baseball Hall of Fame for Roberto Clemente, and sadly, the star outfielder and humanitarian never even witnessed his own induction ceremony. After learning the game on a muddy field in Puerto Rico where a tree branch was used for a bat, Roberto graduated to the Major Leagues in 1954, and, with the Pittsburgh Pirates, he became a cherished 12-time All-Star who notched 3,000 hits and won 11 consecutive Gold Gloves.


But though his athleticism won him widespread admiration, Roberto’s most genuine affection was earned well beyond the white lines of baseball diamonds. He sought to be an authentic role model, not merely a guy who could hit and catch a ball pretty well. To that end Roberto generously assisted charitable causes with hard cash, donated thousands of autographed pictures to juvenile facilities, and personally worked for the destitute during the off-season.


When a catastrophic earthquake hit Managua, Nicaragua, its neighbors and other organizations coordinated relief, but reports of Nicaraguan corruption resulting in the misdirection of supplies soon surfaced. Roberto was prompted to organize his own relief mission and, on the New Year’s Eve of 1973, he boarded a donated DC-7 in San Juan, Puerto Rico, bound for Managua. Packed with five men and over 16,000 pounds of supplies, the airplane bobbed, bucked, and wheezed after takeoff. Moments later, an engine burst into flames and the plane took a nosedive into the ocean off Isla Verde beach.


Rescuers rushed to the scene but there was nothing to be done. There were no survivors, and Roberto’s body was never found.














TY COBB


DECEMBER 18, 1886 – JULY 16, 1961


AS A DARING base stealer, hustling outfielder, and powerhouse slugger, Ty Cobb, “the Georgia Peach,” is considered to be among the best all-around players of baseball. Lining up on a Major League diamond for the first time in 1905, he played 22 seasons for the Detroit Tigers while his last two years were spent with the Philadelphia Athletics. Ty’s lifetime batting average of .367 still stands as a record, though most of the others he held have since been broken (due largely to the longer schedule now played). But despite an unparalleled desire to excel and win, Ty never played on a World Series champion team.


For all of his on-field heroics, Ty was never adored by his fans; they admired his athletic prowess, but the love affair ended there. This has been alternately attributed to the fact that much of Ty’s career occurred before Babe Ruth ushered in baseball’s golden age, or that the Tigers were never a powerhouse team. But there’s also a more accurate explanation: Ty Cobb was a self-centered, hot-tempered, overtly racist curmudgeon who seemed to delight in the controversy of contentious relations with other players, the press, and his own family.


In 1960, long after his playing days had ended, Ty contracted an up-and-coming sportswriter named Al Stump to write the “real story” of his life. Ty was dying, nobody gave a damn, and he now wished to counter for posterity what he felt was an inaccurate version of his life. Stump was happy to oblige but, soon enough, as Ty twisted the facts of every ugly incident to paint himself as the pitiful victim, it became clear to Stump that he was merely a hired gun; Ty, a bitter and unreasonable, cancer-ridden drunk who was deservedly lonely, was trying to use Stump as a shill to counter the “lies.”


But Stump went along with it, writing Ty’s biography the way Ty wanted it written, all the while secretly keeping notes about the real Ty on the side. In 1961 My Life in Baseball: The True Record told the story of Ty’s life, and Ty went to his grave content that his “truths” had been established. Then in 1994, after a curious 33-year procrastination, Stump released Cobb: The Life and Times of the Meanest Man Who Ever Played Baseball, offering less antiseptic and sentimental insight into the baseball great.


Ty was shrewd off the field as well; he invested heavily in General Motors and Coca-Cola and, when he died, was worth millions. But his death was emblematic of his life. Instead of having friends and family at his side, a handgun and a fortune in stock certificates were on the nightstand next to his hospital bed. Only three former baseball colleagues attended his funeral, and there was no national mourning.


Not long before his death, when asked if he had any regrets, Ty replied, “If I had my life to live over again, I’d have done it a little different. I’d have more friends.”


At 74, he was buried at the Rose Hill Cemetery in Royston, Georgia.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: You won’t miss Ty’s big mausoleum in the center of the cemetery at 30 Burch Street.














HOWARD COSELL


MARCH 25, 1918 – APRIL 23, 1995


AMERICA’S MOST OUTSPOKEN sportscaster, Howard Cosell, of bad toupee and garish sports jacket fame, epitomized a holier-than-thou “New Yawk” know-it-all attitude and became the catalyst of countless arguments around office watercoolers as sports fans alternately loved or hated his brash, no-nonsense style and unqualified immodesty. Wordy harangues, punctuated by a signature catchphrase, “I just tell it like it is,” dripped with an intonation of a Brooklyn-bile accent never heard at the highest levels of network television before or since. A social phenomenon and crusading journalist who broke the pretty-face, perfect-hair, former-jock mold of network sports personalities with his unique style and delivery, Howard was a lightning rod for criticism.


From the early 1960s when he first began to attract national attention, Howard, a lawyer by training, frequently tackled the toughest issues in sport; he allied with the then-controversial heavyweight champion Muhammad Ali and was the first to stand by him after Ali was stripped of his title for refusing induction into the Army during the Vietnam War. He was a vocal critic of baseball’s reserve clause (which, before the advent of free agency, bound a player to one team), and he railed over the corruption in boxing, the cheating and academic abuses of college sports, and the rampant commercialism of the Olympic movement.


At the height of his popularity, Howard was alleged to be the most valuable property in sports as he alone was capable of promoting, reporting, and criticizing an event packaged and merchandised by his own network. In a sense, Howard triumphed by building a franchise around himself; his second greatest triumph, then, was Monday Night Football. In 1970 many believed putting a sports event on in prime time against entertainment programming would be a disaster, but ABC gambled that Howard could draw viewers to the telecast. Decades later Monday Night Football is still going strong, though the same can’t be said for Howard. Nonetheless, his diatribes remain: “Arrogant, pompous, obnoxious, vain, cruel, verbose, a show-off, I have been called all of these. Of course, I am.”


At 77, Howard died of a heart embolism and was buried at Westhampton Cemetery in Westhampton, New York.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 21 Station Road, enter the cemetery at the rightmost drive, which is marked Drive J. About three-fourths of the way down this drive, find the Pasqualini stone on the left and four hedgerows farther, in the middle of the row, is the Cosell plot.














JAY “DIZZY” DEAN


JANUARY 16, 1911 – JULY 17, 1974


WITH A BLAZING Ozark fastball, Jay Hanna “Dizzy” Dean pitched himself right into the Baseball Hall of Fame. He did it by doing what came naturally, as he “was never taught to play baseball and never had to learn.”


After his playing days, Dizzy became an announcer and was revered as a folk hero for his great turns of the English language in the booth. One player looked “mighty hitterish” to Dizzy, another “slud into third,” and one team’s problem was that “they ain’t got enough spart.” Pressed for an explanation of that locution, Dizzy replied, “Spart is pretty much the same as fight or gumption. Like the Spart of St. Louis, that plane Lindbergh flowed to Europe in.”


At 63 he died of a heart attack, and was buried at Bond Cemetery in Wiggins, Mississippi.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 55 Murrey Avenue, Dizzy’s grave is easy to find in the 11th row from the road.














DALE EARNHARDT


APRIL 29, 1951 – FEBRUARY 18, 2001


DALE EARNHARDT NEVER had any doubt about what he would do with his life. As a boy his weekends were spent watching his father, Ralph Earnhardt, race stock cars, and he later summed up his commitment to the sport thusly: “I can’t remember anything but racing. I didn’t want to go to school or anywhere else, I just wanted to be racing.”


Dale left school after the eighth grade, dreaming of making a living among cars. By 18 he had succeeded; a service station attendant, he mounted tires and wielded wrenches to support himself and a young family. But that wasn’t exactly the script he had dreamed of, and the aspiring, self-financed racer plugged away at his passion. In 1973 his father died of heart failure while working on his race car, and Dale resolved to make it big on the professional circuit for both of them.


In 1979 Dale took home NASCAR’s Rookie of the Year award, and he won the Winston Cup series title the following year, becoming the only driver ever to win the rookie crown and series championship in consecutive seasons. His next title came in 1986, which began an incredible run of six championships in nine seasons. Winning every major NASCAR event at least once, he earned more than $40 million in purses as well as “the Intimidator” nickname.


But Dale’s fortunes changed at the 2001 Daytona 500 in Florida. On the last lap of the prestigious race, Dale was running in an “interference” position while fellow teammates Dale Jr. and Michael Waltrip held the top two spots. As long as Dale could hold on to his third-place standing, the team would enjoy a podium sweep. However, between the third and fourth turns of that final lap, just seconds from the finish, Dale inexplicably crashed his car into the wall at a speed approaching 200 miles per hour. Though it seems he was killed upon impact, Dale wasn’t pronounced dead until arriving at the Halifax medical facility less than a mile away. His was the first driver fatality in the 43-year history of the Daytona 500.


It was later determined that Dale’s seatbelt had failed, which, of course, contributed to his death. But doctors also weighed in with their opinion that, had Dale been wearing a full-face helmet like that worn by virtually every other professional race-car driver, instead of the open-face helmet that his ego required, his injury pattern would’ve been different; Dale’s chin struck the steering column in such a way as to fracture the base of his skull, and a full-face helmet may have saved his life.


At 49, Dale was buried on the grounds of his estate in Mooresville, North Carolina.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: From I-77, take Exit 36 and follow Route 150 east for 2½ miles. Turn right on Route 136 and, after 4½ miles, you’ll see a building that looks somewhat out of place on the left. (There is no sign.) That’s the main workplace of Dale Earnhardt Incorporated, or DEI, as it’s locally known.


In the front of this building are a small museum and a large gift shop wherein the public is cordially invited to shop for $29 coffee mugs and fashionably hideous $450 coats. That’s as far as the public’s invitation extends, however, and as a member of such, you’ll not be allowed to cast your eyes upon Dale’s resting place; he lies in a mausoleum within the confines of the estate behind the main DEI building.














JOE FRAZIER


JANUARY 12, 1944 – NOVEMBER 7, 2011


SMOKIN’ JOE FRAZIER was the first man to defeat Muhammad Ali, yet he spent a lifetime playing second fiddle to his nemesis.


After winning Olympic gold in Tokyo in 1964 and then knocking out his first 11 professional opponents, Frazier set himself up as a challenger to Ali’s heavyweight crown. But in April 1967, Ali declared, “I ain’t got nothing against them Vietcong,” refused to be drafted, and was stripped of his title. To fill the vacated position, heavyweight contenders participated in an eight-man elimination tournament and when it was over, Frazier was undisputed World Heavyweight Champion.
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Eight months later, a court reinstated Ali’s boxing license and the sports world salivated at the prospect of Frazier and Ali—neither of whom had ever lost a bout—squaring off in the ring. Touted as the “Fight of the Century,” the Ali-Frazier showdown was given a political and social cast too. Ali came to represent rising black anger in America, while Frazier, who voiced no political views, was nonetheless depicted as the establishment’s favorite. Calling him ignorant and a gorilla, Ali publicly humiliated Frazier with pre-bout banter and, unable to match Ali’s charisma or gift for the provocative quote, Frazier stewed and ultimately came to detest Ali.


The time for talk ended at Madison Square Garden, where, with a ferocious brawling and slugging style, Frazier pummeled Ali mercilessly while ducking and weaving from opposing jabs. In the 14th round, Frazier landed perhaps the most famous left hook in history, devastating Ali’s jaw and dropping him to the canvas like a lead weight. The new undisputed champion, Frazier left the ring declaring, “I always knew who the champ was.”


In 1973, though, George Foreman stripped Frazier of his crown, knocking him down six times in just two rounds before the bout was stopped. Once Ali then took the title from Foreman, the stage was set for an Ali-Frazier rematch.


The “Thrilla in Manila” of 1975 is regarded as one of the greatest fights in boxing history. The Philippine ring was sweltering as hot lights overpowered the air-conditioning, but still Frazier and Ali traded punches with a fervor unimaginable for heavyweights. It ended when a battered Frazier, one eye swollen shut, did not come out for the final round, his trainer telling him, “Sit down, son. It’s all over. Nobody will ever forget what you did here today.” Shortly after, at 32, Frazier hung up his gloves for good.


Frazier spent the rest of his life trying to fight his way out of Ali’s shadow, a cast that darkened when he later struggled financially and ran a Philadelphia gym to make ends meet, while Ali became one of the most beloved people in the world. In an interview 30 years later, Ali apologized, saying, “I said a lot of things in the heat of the moment that I shouldn’t have said. Called him names and I apologize for that. I’m sorry. It was all meant to promote the fight.”


At a gala held on the 40th anniversary of Frazier’s 1971 win, Smokin’ Joe said he no longer felt any bitterness toward the man who by then was suffering from Parkinson’s disease and was mostly mute. “I forgive him. He’s in a bad way.” That night the “Fight of the Century” remained fresh in Frazier’s mind. “I can’t go nowhere where it’s not mentioned. That was the greatest thing that ever happened in my life.”


Smokin’ Joe died of liver cancer at 67 and is buried at Ivy Hill Cemetery in Philadelphia.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 1201 Easton Road and stay on the main drive for a couple hundred yards. You won’t miss Joe’s magnificent stone in front of you at the second fork.














JOHN HEISMAN


OCTOBER 23, 1869 – OCTOBER 3, 1936


FOR 36 YEARS John Heisman coached college football, contributing numerous key innovations to the sport. He was responsible for legalizing the forward pass, he was the first coach to use the quarterback as safety on defense, and he promoted the division of the game into quarters and the scoreboard showing down, distance, time, and score. Heisman also introduced the center snap and the “hike” or “hep” count signals of the quarterback in starting play. Before that innovation, the center on an offensive line would roll the ball on the ground to the quarterback.


Between 1892 and 1927, he coached at eight different colleges including Clemson and Auburn, but it was his head coaching position at Georgia Tech that was most memorable. With the Yellow Jackets, Heisman introduced the “Heisman Shift,” a feared offense used to compile an impressive 100-29-6 record over his 16-season tenure. In 1916, Heisman gave new dimension to the word “rout” when his Yellow Jackets stung Cumberland’s Bulldogs, 222-0. That game, which has been called the Game of the Century, is still celebrated in Georgia Tech sports lore while Cumberland prefers to pretend it never happened.


After his death, the Downtown Athletic Club of New York City—of which John was the director—named its annual trophy in his honor. The Heisman Trophy is awarded each year to college football’s outstanding player. Many of the trophy’s past winners have gone on to lead illustrious professional football careers including such renowned players as Roger Staubach, Tony Dorsett, Tim Tebow, and, of course, O.J. Simpson.


After a bout of pneumonia, John died at 66 and was buried at Forest Home Cemetery in Rhinelander, Wisconsin.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At the corner of Coon and Newell Streets, enter the cemetery, bear left, then stop just before the next paved road on the right. Follow the grass path on your right for about 80 feet to the Donaldson stone. This is John’s wife’s family plot, and here you’ll find John’s flat marker as well.














BEN HOGAN


AUGUST 13, 1912 – JULY 25, 1997


BEN HOGAN STARTED in golf as an 11-year-old caddy and by 19 was a professional player. In those Depression-era years, a career as a professional golfer wasn’t nearly as lucrative as it is today, and tour pros pooled their monies and traveled together. The monetary reward for being a superior player wasn’t at that time evident and diligence on the practice range was somewhat of an oddity. Upon reaching the professional ranks, many players were content to let their skills plateau.


Ben, however, was a pioneer at refining his game. While his competitors succumbed to other distractions, Ben, who called learning a “daylight-till-dark process,” dedicated himself to developing a “repeating swing” that could stand up under the pressure of tournament play. True, in those early years, Ben was almost winless, so perhaps he needed the practice more than anyone else, but it seems too that through the rote discipline of perfecting his swing and other particulars, Ben was able to create a more solid base of golfing ability that stayed with him through the stress of competition.


His skills also stayed with him during his military service during World War II, when there wasn’t a lot of time to play golf, or any game for that matter. Indeed, upon his discharge from the Army, Ben resumed his place on the tour and almost immediately dominated the competition, butting heads with rival Sam Snead in the process, and winning 62 USPGA events, including nine majors between 1946 and 1953. The tremendous run of athletic excellence came despite a horrific 1949 car accident from which he suffered, among other injuries, some loss of vision in his left eye.


Nearly unbeatable, Ben was asked how he’d learned his trade. “I dug it out of the ground,” replied the master.


At 84, Ben died of heart failure and now rests at Greenwood Mausoleum in Fort Worth, Texas.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 3100 White Settlement Road, pull into the drive after the funeral home, and the mausoleum is the low marbled building in front of you. Enter the mausoleum through the second door on the right side of the building. Walk straight in, under the Yandell crypt, and 20 feet farther, on the left is Ben Hogan.














GORDIE HOWE


MARCH 31, 1928 – JUNE 10, 2016


FINALLY HANGING UP his skates after his hair had silvered and he’d become a grandfather, the tenacious right wing Gordie Howe played professional hockey longer and better than just about anyone who ever glided onto the ice. Signing his first pro contract in 1945 for the annual princely salary of $2,350, he played 1,767 games in a record 26 seasons and helped lead the Detroit Red Wings to seven straight regular-season championships.


Another of Gordie’s hallmarks was roughness and he was notorious for delivering a crushing body check or a sharp jab with his elbow, or the end of his stick, to opponents who dared incur his wrath. Not invincible, however, he now and then got the worst of it and in his career endured some 300 stitches in his face. And never mind fussing over penalty minutes—nearly 30 hours of his career were spent in the penalty box. So frequently was he involved in fights that the Gordie Howe Hat Trick—a goal, an assist, and a fight in one game—is still part of the hockey vernacular.


Gordie left the Red Wings and seemingly retired in 1971, but two years later was back—this time teamed with sons Mark and Marty, before finally calling it quits six seasons later at age 52 with the Hartford Whalers.


An animated storyteller who good-naturedly mingled with fans and signed autographs for hours, Gordie reflected once on the key to his career longevity: “There is no doubt in my mind that it was my love for the game,” he said. “To succeed, you’ve got to love what you’re doing. I tell kids, if you don’t love it, get out of the way for someone who does.”


After being diagnosed with dementia and then suffering a series of strokes that impaired his speech and confined him to bed, his family announced that Gordie died “of old age” at 88. He was cremated and his ashes interred inside the base of his statue at the entrance of the SaskTel Centre Arena in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Canada.














“SHOELESS” JOE JACKSON


JULY 16, 1889 – DECEMBER 5, 1951


BY AGE NINE, Joe Jackson was working 12-hour days at a textile mill in South Carolina to help support his family. By 12 he was playing on the company’s baseball team. In 1908, at 18, Joe joined the minor league Greenville Spinners. During one particular game, Joe wore a new pair of spiked baseball shoes, but they gave him blisters, so he finished the game in his stocking feet. Later, after belting a triple, he slid into third base and an opposing fan yelled “You shoeless son of a gun!” which led a sportswriter to dub him “Shoeless Joe.”


Joe was soon promoted to the Major Leagues and after just two seasons with the Cleveland Indians he was revered as one of baseball’s best players, always a threat with the bat and a dependable fielder with a strong and accurate arm. In 1915 he was traded to the Chicago White Sox and over the next four seasons became the city’s favorite sports hero, often leading the league in a variety of hitting statistics.


In 1919, Shoeless Joe and seven teammates, the Chicago Eight, were implicated in the so-called Black Sox scandal that charged they had received cash payments in return for playing below their ability and allowing the Cincinnati Reds to win that year’s World Series. “Say it ain’t so, Joe,” soon became a tag line of fans that hoped that their heroes had not betrayed them or the game.


After a year of high anxiety for the eight defendants and millions of sports fans, the prosecution’s case crumbled when a transcript of grand jury testimony went missing. Nevertheless, after the 1920 baseball season the Chicago Eight were banned from baseball for life by Commissioner Kenesaw Landis. For the last 80 years, various baseball nuts have petitioned the league to reverse the ban against the players, and especially against Shoeless Joe, so that he might assume his place in Cooperstown.


To date, the ban has not been reversed, and for good reason, it seems. The “missing” transcript surfaced in 1923 and it demonstrates quite clearly that Shoeless Joe and three of the other players admitted to participating in the fix, albeit reluctantly. After being asked by the grand jury whether anyone paid him money to throw the series in favor of Cincinnati, Shoeless Joe replied, “They promised me $20,000 and paid me five [thousand].” Later, though, when asked whether he made any intentional errors on a particular day, Shoeless Joe replied, “No, sir, not during the whole Series.” It appears that Shoeless Joe agreed to throw the game, then later had misgivings and played as well as he could, but his team lost anyway.


After their ban, none of the Chicago Eight played Major League baseball again, though a few may have surreptitiously played in other leagues, and Shoeless Joe retired to South Carolina, where he ran a liquor store and a pool hall.


Shoeless Joe died at 64 of a heart attack or, “coronary thrombosis caused by arteriosclerosis and cirrhosis of the liver,” and he was buried at Woodlawn Memorial Park in Greenville, South Carolina.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 1935 Wade Hampton Boulevard, turn at the first right, then bear left at the “Y.” Stop 30 feet before the next intersection and look along the left-hand curb for the Landers plot in Section V. Shoeless Joe’s grave is nine rows behind Landers, a flat marker punctuated with spare baseballs and shoes left by previous visitors.














JACK JOHNSON


MARCH 31, 1878 – JUNE 10, 1946


IN SOME AREAS of America during her history, impromptu bare-knuckled boxing contests between black fighters were an underground cultural staple held for the gambling entertainment of cajoling white spectators. In Texas during the late 1800s, the preeminent champion of these so-called “battle royales” was a powerful combatant named Jack Johnson.


Jack moved on to broader venues in 1897, fighting professionally in the heavyweight class where five years later he won California’s Negro heavyweight championship. The title was a bit of a contrivance since blacks were not permitted to fight against whites in championship bouts, the main reason being the social ramifications in the event that a black man won. Excellence of a black over a white in a prestigious contest could not be chanced; decades after the Civil War, Jim Crow segregation was alive and well.


But a monkey wrench was tossed into this farcical situation in 1908 when Jack traveled to Australia and knocked out World Heavyweight Champion Tommy Burns—a white man. Johnson was crowned the new champion and the psyches of bigots from coast to coast were staggered. Keen on righting what was widely considered a horrific travesty of sport, a frenzied series of matches for a “Great White Hope” to dethrone Jack were undertaken, and he was forced to defend his crown seven times during the next 16 months. Finally, the mockery prompted former undefeated heavyweight champion James Jeffries from retirement as he announced, “I am going into this fight for the sole purpose of proving that a white man is better than a Negro.”


In downtown Reno on July 4, 1910, the match billed as “The Fight of the Century” took place in front of 22,000 people. While the ringside band played a special composition titled “All Coons Look Alike to Me,” Jack and Jeffries took their respective corners and began a slugfest that ended with Jeffries quitting during the 15th round. The outcome of the fight incited race riots across the country. Humiliated whites were in no mood for celebratory blacks during what was “supposed” to be their weekend of comeuppance, never mind that the whole affair occurred, not coincidentally, on the nation’s most celebrated holiday.


Five years later, Jack Johnson lost his title to Jess Willard, suffering a knockout in the 26th round of a scheduled 45-round fight. Those were the golden days of boxing, indeed!


Jack spent his retirement enjoying the prestige of a celebrity athlete though there were limitations; after marrying a white woman in 1912, he and his bride fled to Canada and then France for a period after learning Jack was the target of a retaliatory lynching. In 1920, he surrendered to U.S. marshals and spent a year in Leavenworth on trumped-up charges related to violation of the Mann Act, though he was posthumously pardoned in 2018. At 68, he died in a North Carolina car crash, reportedly after angrily racing away from a diner that refused to serve him.


Jack is buried at Graceland Cemetery in Chicago, Illinois.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 4001 North Clark Street, enter the cemetery and follow Main Avenue to Greenwood Avenue. Turn left and the Johnson family plot is a short distance on the left.














BOBBY JONES


MARCH 17, 1902 – DECEMBER 18, 1971


BOBBY JONES, ARGUABLY the most talented golfer of all time, accomplished in 1930 what no one had ever done before—and no one has done since. He achieved a grand slam, that is, victories in the United States and British Opens and in the United States and British Amateur championships within a single season.


Then, at only 28 years old and at the pinnacle of his career, Bobby turned his back on the game. Promptly and decisively retiring from tournament golf, he established a successful career in law and made contributions to the game in other ways; he co-founded the Augusta National Golf Club and the Masters tournament.


A nation that idolized him for his athletic successes found a new respect for him and for his decision to treat golf as a game rather than a way of life. As for Bobby himself, he seemed never to regret his retirement decision. “Golf is like eating peanuts,” he once said. “You don’t want to have too much.”


At only 47 years old, Bobby was diagnosed with syringomyelia, a progressive and incurable paralysis that caused him to use a cane, leg braces, and, finally, a wheelchair.


He died at 69 and is buried at Oakland Cemetery in Atlanta, Georgia.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 248 Oakland Avenue SE, enter the cemetery and turn onto the first paved drive on the right. Go to the end of this drive and stop. On the left is a brick walk. One hundred feet down this walk, on the right against the brick wall, is Bobby’s grave.














TOM LANDRY


SEPTEMBER 11, 1924 – FEBRUARY 12, 2000


TOM LANDRY FLEW 30 combat missions and survived a crash landing as a bomber pilot in World War II. After the war, as professional football lurched forward, he became a star running back for New York teams in the old-school, black-and-blue version of the game. By 1956 he had moved away from playing and was the Giants defensive coach. Three years later, when Tom was offered the position of head coach for the new Dallas Cowboys expansion team back in his home state of Texas, he jumped on it.
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The new outfit was awash in chaos and in that first year they were thoroughly trounced. But for one tie, they lost every single game. Dallas was the laughingstock of the league and it was seven long seasons before Tom fielded a winning team. But once he finally had one, he went ahead and had another and another, racking up 20 straight winning seasons. While the dogged pattern of 270 victories took shape, the Dallas Cowboys became “America’s Team,” steamrolling over opponents with a startling array of playbook gadgetry, and showcasing a parade of football personalities, including the eye-popping Cowboy cheerleaders, who gyrated incongruously behind Tom, the proper Christian coach who stoically paced the sidelines in his trademark business suit and fedora.


Over 29 seasons with the Cowboys, Tom made his mark through stunning innovations, seemingly completely out of sync with his personality, which unleashed an unpredictable but controlled havoc on the field. Ushering in the efficient modern era of pro football, Tom uncorked a mathematical approach to the game by charting opposing offensive patterns, and he was the first to overhaul defensive schemes on the fly with signals from the sideline.


In the mid-’80s, as his innovations were adopted league-wide, his aura of invincibility suffered and whispers suggested that perhaps the Cowboys no longer needed Tom. Indeed, he had preached that there were three important things in life: God, family, and football, and, as it seemed football had become an increasingly distant third on his list, it became obvious that Tom no longer needed the Cowboys either. In 1989, he was sacked as head coach and settled into a citizen emeritus role in Texas, appearing on the nostalgia circuit at charity dinners and golf tournaments.


At 75, Tom died of leukemia and was buried at Sparkman Hillcrest Memorial Park in Dallas, Texas.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 7405 West Northwest Highway, enter the cemetery, bear right around the funeral home, then bear left at the next opportunity. After a short distance, you’ll see a sign on the right for the Garden of the Cross section. Stop here. On the left, across from that sign, is a marker for the Crespis, behind which is the Landry plot.














VINCE LOMBARDI


JUNE 11, 1913 – SEPTEMBER 3, 1970


IN 1949 VINCE Lombardi left his $1,700-a-year high school teaching position to manage the defensive line of West Point’s football team. Five years later Vince was in charge of offensive strategy for the New York Giants, channeling the talents of Frank Gifford from defense to offense and earning for himself a reputation as a steely-eyed visionary.


But by 1958, the 45-year-old Vince was tired of being an assistant and he jumped on an opportunity to prove himself, becoming head coach of football’s perpetual losers, the sorriest team in the league, the Green Bay Packers. In 1959 he held the first of his notoriously intense training camps and made clear to his protégés that he expected obedience, dedication, and 110 percent effort from each man. “Dancing is a contact sport, football is a hitting sport,” he told his Packers. “If you aren’t fired with enthusiasm, you’ll be fired with enthusiasm,” he threatened. But Coach Lombardi also made his team a promise: If they obeyed his disciplines and observed his doctrines, they would be a championship team.


Three years later, the fiery coach’s promise became a reality. At Lambeau Field in Green Bay on December 31, 1961, Vince watched proudly as his new Green Bay Packers defeated his old New York Giants 37-0 for the National Football League championship. When Vince retired as head coach in 1967, the Packers had put together nine phenomenal winning seasons and had dominated professional football, collecting five NFL championships and two Super Bowls (I and II), and acquiring a record of 98-30-4. The Packers had become the yardstick by which all other teams were measured.


Pacing the sidelines in his trademark wristwatch and button-down, short-sleeved white shirt, Vince had helped the men he coached live up to their innate abilities. He had commanded respect from his players: “When he says ‘Sit down,’ I don’t even bother to look for a chair,” one of them explained. Their efforts brought pride and victory. With the heavy-handed discipline of an all-knowing drill sergeant, he inspired complete trust. “Vince is fair. He treats us all the same—like dogs,” said another player. Vince’s legacy of perseverance had made his name synonymous with winning, and had turned him into an American icon that transcended his sport.


After retiring from the Packers, Vince soon realized that he still wanted to coach and accepted the head coaching position for the Washington Redskins in 1969. During that season, Vince upheld the Lombardi tradition and led the Redskins to their first winning record in 14 years.


But Vince would never lead another team to the Super Bowl. After one season with the Redskins he was diagnosed with intestinal cancer, and he died from the affliction at 57.


Vince was buried at Mount Olivet Cemetery in Red Bank, New Jersey.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery across from 140 Chapel Hill Road, stay straight for a bit, then bear right and take the next left. Proceed for the length of a football field, and then, on the left in Section 30 next to the road, is the Lombardi plot.














JOE LOUIS


MAY 13, 1914 – APRIL 12, 1981


IN THE OPINION of many, Joe Louis, the plain, unobtrusive legendary Brown Bomber, was the best heavyweight fighter of all time. He held the world championship title for 12 years, defending it an amazing 25 times, including during a period of time beginning in December 1940 known as the “Bum of the Month” campaign, when he met challengers at the rate of one per month.


Many years after his career was over, Joe found himself in the public eye again when the IRS dogged him for more than a million dollars past due, which they eventually forgave as Joe was penniless and his earning days over. Despite all his money woes, Joe never considered himself broke. As his wife, Martha, described, “Joe is rich with friends. If he said he needed a dollar, a million people would send him a dollar and he’d be a millionaire.”


At 66, just hours after attending a heavyweight championship fight at Caesar’s Palace, Joe died of cardiac arrest and was buried at Arlington National Cemetery in Arlington, Virginia.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Park in one of the lots off of Memorial Avenue, get a map at the information booth, then walk to Roosevelt Drive, which is in front of the Memorial Amphitheater. Standing on Roosevelt looking at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, there is a walkway on the far right that winds up the hill. Joe’s grave is along this walkway in Section 7A, Stone #177.














ROCKY MARCIANO


SEPTEMBER 1, 1923 – AUGUST 31, 1969


ROCKY MARCIANO WAS the world heavyweight boxing champion of the 1950s, and the crowning achievement in his brutal ring career is one that nobody else has yet matched: Rocky retired with a record of 49-0, the only world boxing champion to complete his professional career undefeated. To top it off, 43 of those wins were by knockout.


Rocky’s boyhood was the typical sports-loving one and his professional athletic career actually started when he reported to the Chicago Cubs as a catcher. Released because of erratic throws to second base, Rocky then joined the Army where he discovered his real talents were in boxing.


He turned pro in 1947, and after strong victories over the heavy hitters of the day, Rocky earned the right to fight the heavyweight champion, Jersey Joe Walcott, in 1952. Marciano won by a knockout in the 13th round and over the next four years defended his title numerous times before retiring in 1956.


“No man can say what he will do in the future, but barring poverty, the ring has seen the last of me. I am comfortably fixed and I am not afraid of the future,” Rocky said at his retirement. Indeed, he changed his focus, becoming very active in a wide range of charitable causes.


En route to a birthday party, Rocky and two others were killed when their Cessna Skyhawk airplane crashed into a wooded area as it approached the Newton Municipal Airport in Newton, Iowa.


At 45, Rocky was laid to rest at Forest Lawn Memorial Gardens in Fort Lauderdale, Florida.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 499 NW 27th Avenue and park at the semicircular drive in front of the mausoleum. Enter the mausoleum, walk past the first reflecting pool, and continue to the second jaggedly shaped reflecting pool. Immediately before this pool, turn right and the Marciano crypt is on the right in the bottom row, the jagged pool pointing almost directly to it.














NEW YORK YANKEES


IN PROFESSIONAL SPORTS, the generational staying power of the New York Yankees and the team’s ability to somehow emerge consistently and, for some people, frustratingly, victorious is unmatched. Since 1903, when the franchise was purchased for $18,000 and moved from Baltimore, its roster of over 1,200 players has produced 27 World Series championships and 41 Pennants, and the team that baseball fans alternately adore and despise has boasted many of the game’s most memorable and remarkable players.


LOU GEHRIG


JUNE 19, 1903 – JUNE 2, 1941


IN 1925, A husky and young Lou Gehrig faced another day as backup first baseman on the New York Yankee bench. It was frustrating not starting because, in his entire life of baseball, playing from pockmarked New York City outfields to the fastidiously raked infield of Columbia University, he’d always been his teams’ ace-in-the-hole. Lou yearned now to be back in the minors; at least he’d be playing.


A few weeks later, the team’s starting first baseman was hit hard during batting practice and Lou was tapped to join the starting lineup. Trotting onto the field, the nervous but eager rookie promised himself he’d not blunder the opportunity, and he didn’t; by game’s end Lou had played rock-solid defense while posting three hits and an RBI.


On the strength of that performance, Lou earned the nod to start the next game, and the next, and the… well, let’s just say that, over the next 14 years, for 2,130 consecutive games Lou Gehrig was the only Yankee to play first base.


He was part of the notorious Yankees’ “Murderers’ Row” lineup of powerhouse hitters, he was first in the league to hit four home runs in a single game, and he was a big part of five World Series triumphs. Yet Lou’s unassuming demeanor and quiet home life never generated headlines, and he never experienced the adulation that defined his flashier teammates. Lou had become an authentic American working-class hero; it just so happened that his workplace was Yankee Stadium. Even to his wife, Eleanor, “Lou was just a square and honest guy.”


But by 1938, it was clear that something was wrong with this Rock of Gibraltar; pitches that Lou should’ve homered became routine fly outs, and his sprints between bases deteriorated to slow-motion scrabbles. With the opening of the next season, it was clear that the off-season’s pause had had little effect on his decline and, upon recognizing that his presence hindered the team more than it helped, Lou removed himself from the lineup and ended his celebrated consecutive-game streak.


Six weeks later, Lou was diagnosed with a degenerative and fatal condition of the nervous and muscular systems, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, today known as Lou Gehrig’s disease. On the Fourth of July, 1939, 60,000 fans turned out for a Lou Gehrig Appreciation Day and said goodbye to their “Iron Horse.” After some prodding, Lou stepped to the microphone and in a simple but eloquent two-minute speech consigned himself to immortality: “Fans, for the past two weeks you have been reading about a bad break I got. Yet today I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of the earth…”


Lou died two years later at 37, and was buried at Kensico Cemetery in Valhalla, New York.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 260 Lakeview Avenue, enter the cemetery at the Commerce Street entrance and bear right onto Powhattan Avenue and then Ossipee Avenue. Halfway around the sweeping right-hand bend in Section 93, behind the Winkhaus stone, is the Gehrig plot.














GEORGE “BABE” RUTH


FEBRUARY 6, 1895 – AUGUST 16, 1948


THERE EXIST A dwindling number of people who have personally seen George “Babe” Ruth play. His speedy trot around the bases in old newsreels seems to belong to some faraway, distant time, yet Babe continues to exert an influence on our culture as his memory epitomizes the image of a larger-than-life sports hero.


George was the first of eight children, though only he and a sister survived to maturity. The family lived above his father’s saloon in a dirty and crowded Baltimore neighborhood, but after the mischievous seven-year-old became too much of a bother, his parents signed custody of him over to an order of missionaries and he was sent to live at St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys.


St. Mary’s was a combined juvenile detention center and orphanage, though he really belonged in neither type of facility; his parents just happened to be a couple of irresponsible drunks. George remained there for more than a decade and under its rigid structure he thrived, especially in athletics. At 19, he was offered a contract by the Baltimore Orioles, but because his parents had passed him to the missionaries he was bound to remain in their custody until the age of 21. To circumvent that legality, the manager of the Orioles actually assumed George’s legal guardianship and it was then, as the youngest player on the team and the manager’s adopted “baby,” that the Babe nickname surfaced. The moniker stuck for the rest of his life—and then some.


After just a few months, though, in July 1914, his contract was sold to the Boston Red Sox, where Babe developed into a feared southpaw pitcher. Six seasons later, the Sox set the fabled “Curse of the Bambino” in motion by trading Babe to their New York Yankee rivals. At the time of the trade, the Yankees commanded zero respect and had never won a pennant. They didn’t even have their own ballpark and instead rented space at the New York Giants’ Polo Grounds. But after acquiring Babe from Boston they won seven pennants and four World Championships in 13 seasons. Meanwhile the “Curse” relegated the Red Sox to an 84-year cycle of disappointment while the Yankees went on to become the most dominant franchise in all of sports.


Because of his demonstrated prowess on the mound, Babe’s acquisition had cost the Yankees the then-fantastic sum of $100,000, but the Yankees management boldly chose to disregard his pitching skills and instead started Babe as an outfielder to exploit his diamond-in-the-rough batting ability. Babe hit 54 home runs during his first year with the Yankees and in short order he was baseball’s preeminent player. Excitement heightened with every mighty swing of the Sultan of Swat’s bat, a golden age for baseball was ushered in, and the game became the quintessential American spectator sport. Fans packed ballparks in record numbers and the once-lowly New York Yankees built a tremendous new stadium, Yankee Stadium, which became known as “the House that Ruth Built.” On its opening day in 1923, Babe slapped Yankee Stadium’s first-ever home run.


Contrasting with Babe’s on-field heroics was an exceedingly hedonistic off-field life, and detractors saw him as a loudmouthed, overeating, headstrong lout. But on the other hand, Babe was generous and charitable, especially to needy children, his philanthropy fueled by a breakneck endorsement-contract pace that saw him shill everything from underwear to shaving cream to shotguns.


By 1933, Babe’s once-great talents began to diminish and he threatened to leave the Yankees unless given the opportunity to become a manager. The Yankees called his bluff and Babe left the following year to join the Boston Braves, who baited him with the promise of an eventual assistant-manager position. It shortly became obvious that the Braves wanted him only for his drawing power and had no intention of making him a manager, so Babe resigned from the team and made his last appearance as a player in May of 1935.


Upon his retirement he held 54 Major League records including two that were regarded as unbreakable: 60 home runs in a single season and 714 career home runs. In 1961 and in 1974, though, Roger Maris and Hank Aaron, respectively, broke Babe’s records.


In 1946 Babe began suffering severe headaches and finally checked into a hospital after the left side of his face became so swollen he couldn’t swallow. Doctors removed a tumor in his throat but were unable to excise the source of the growth. After 18 painful months, Babe died of throat cancer at 53. For two days, his body lay in state at the main entrance to Yankee Stadium while thousands of people paid their last respects.


He was buried at Gate of Heaven Cemetery in Hawthorne, New York.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 10 West Stevens Avenue, turn right, and follow the main road up the hill. Turn right immediately before Section 25 and Babe’s gravesite is 50 yards on the left.














THURMAN MUNSON


JUNE 7, 1947 – AUGUST 2, 1979


AFTER 99 MINOR-LEAGUE games, Thurman Munson was called up to the Yankees, and as their starting catcher was named the 1970 Rookie of the Year. Despite a well-deserved reputation as a surly and irritable curmudgeon, Thurman was named Yankee team captain in 1976—its first since Lou Gehrig—and he was a key element of the Yankees 1977 and 1978 World Series championships.


But one sunny Thursday afternoon, Thurman lost his life at the Akron-Canton airfield after crashing his Cessna Citation airplane 1,000 feet short of the runway while practicing touch-and-go landings. Upon hitting the ground, his plane burst into flames and, though his two passengers managed to extricate themselves, Thurman was paralyzed from the impact and died of asphyxiation. He was 32.


Following his death, the Yankees retired his number 15 uniform and dedicated a plaque to his memory on Yankee stadium’s center-field wall. To this day, as a tribute, Thurman’s locker remains unused.


He was buried at Sunset Hills Burial Park in Canton, Ohio.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 5001 Everhard Road NW, enter the cemetery at the last driveway, next to the office, and follow that drive to its end at a turnaround. On the left you’ll see Thurman’s grave marked with a grand memorial.














ROGER MARIS


SEPTEMBER 10, 1934 – DECEMBER 14, 1985


IN 1953, FRESH out of high school, Roger Maris signed with the Cleveland Indians farm team, and he finally made his Major League debut on opening day in 1957. Roger went 3-for-5 that day, and on the next, he hit his first big league home run, a grand slam that won the game. In 1960 he was traded to the Yankees and, with Mickey Mantle off the injured list, the stage was set for a season-long Yankees slugfest.


During the 1961 season, Roger and Mickey played out a drama for frenzied fans as they each swung for the heavens to claim the American League home run title. By mid-season it became obvious that they were both on pace to threaten Babe Ruth’s “impossible to beat” record of 60 dingers in a season and their friendly competition took on a new intensity. Sports pages were filled with daily updates of the sluggers’ duel and rabid fans argued over the possibility of either slugger breaking the record. (Babe had set his record when the season consisted of just 154 games, and the season had since then been expanded to 162 games.)


Mickey fell off the pace after suffering an injury in September but Roger pressed on and tied the home run record during the 159th game of the season. Finally, in the season’s last game, Roger hit his 61st home run, breaking the Babe’s 34-year-old record, establishing a new benchmark that would itself stand for the next 37 years.


Of course, not everyone was delighted with Roger’s accomplishment. Many of baseball’s old guard scoffed at his feat because Roger’s record was established after 162 games. Roger felt the hostility and he later commented, “They acted as if I poisoned their record books or something. As a ballplayer, I would be delighted to do it again but as an individual, I doubt if I possibly could.”


The Yankees capped that magical 1961 season with a world championship but the season also proved to be Roger’s last great one. The next year he hit “only” 33 home runs and by 1966 he was traded away to the Cardinals. Two seasons later he retired to run a beer distributorship and, at 51, Roger died of lymphatic cancer. He was buried at Holy Cross Cemetery in Fargo, North Dakota.


Despite his accomplishments, Roger is not a member of baseball’s Hall of Fame.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 1502 North 32nd Avenue, turn into the cemetery at the driveway after the metal garage. Go down the hill and Roger’s black diamond-shaped stone is on the left just before the road bends.














BILLY MARTIN


MAY 16, 1928 – DECEMBER 25, 1989


ALFRED MANUEL BILLY Martin was a rough street kid who found an outlet for his aggression in baseball. After a couple seasons in the minors, Billy became a steady Yankee second baseman and got used to winning; in his seven seasons there, the Yankees won five World Series. Though Billy played with a scrappy ferocity, he really distinguished himself off the field, and his notorious late-night carousing culminated at the infamous 1957 Copacabana melée, after which the Yankees, having had had enough of his drinking blowouts, traded him to Kansas City.


Billy bounced around among six teams in the next four seasons and retired from playing in 1961. Over the next dozen years he developed a reputation as a boy-wonder genius, a manager who could turn any team into a winner. In 1975, the despotic George Steinbrenner tapped Billy to pilot his ailing Yankee team.


Thus began an infamous Bronx psychodrama, the clash of outsized egos that pitted Billy the firecracker manager against the meddling owner Steinbrenner. Over the next 10 years, Billy gained and lost his job managing the “Bronx Zoo” on five separate occasions. Though Billy’s departures from the helm were the result of everything from vicious fistfights with marshmallow vendors, and even his own pitchers, to televised shouting altercations with Steinbrenner, Billy was always rehired because he really was a heck of a manager, perfecting a swashbuckling brand of baseball that came to be known as Billyball. Under his on-again, off-again tenure, the Yankees won two pennants and a World Series.


In 1986, Billy’s beloved number 1 jersey was retired by the Yankees, and when Billy addressed the audience he told them, “I may not have been the greatest Yankee to put on the uniform, but I was the proudest.”


In an interview, he once said, “As a manager, I demand only one thing of a player, hustle. It doesn’t take any ability to hustle.” Hustling home as a passenger in a pickup truck on a snowy road, Billy was killed on Christmas Day 1989, in a single-car crash in upstate Fenton, New York.


At 61, Billy was buried near Babe Ruth at the Gate of Heaven Cemetery in Hawthorne, New York.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery, turn right, and follow the main road up the hill. Turn right immediately after Section 25 and the Martin plot is 120 feet on the right.














MICKEY MANTLE


OCTOBER 20, 1931 – AUGUST 13, 1995


MICKEY MANTLE’S SEMI-PRO baseball player father believed that the only way to excel in the Major Leagues was as a switch-hitter, and from a young age he taught his son to swing from both sides of the plate. The coaching paid off and, while still in high school, Mickey signed with the Yankees for the bargain price of $140 a week.


After two years in the minors, he earned a place on the team’s 1951 big-league roster and, by the next year, became the primary focus of the New York media—Mickey had been the player chosen to replace the irreplaceable Joe DiMaggio. Mickey quickly adjusted to the majors and developed into a premier power hitter; one home run shot, later measured at 565 feet, might be the longest ever hit. Led by Mickey’s talents, the Yankees again dominated baseball, and during his tenure, they won 12 pennants and seven World Series. Mickey himself was named MVP three times and in 1956 he won baseball’s Triple Crown with a .353 batting average, 52 home runs, and 130 RBIs. Though he was frequently sidelined with a recurring injury, by the time of his 1969 retirement he had amassed 536 home runs, a record 18 in World Series play.


Mickey’s athleticism was impressive, but he was a flawed and reckless role model whose family life was marred by his alcoholism and well-publicized late-night pursuits. In the 1980s, Mickey became a sort of sports antihero and disgruntled many old fans by exploiting his fame in the burgeoning and tacky world of sports memorabilia shows.


In 1994 Mickey finally sought treatment for his alcoholism at the Betty Ford clinic. The following year, though, he learned that his irreparably damaged cirrhotic liver was on the verge of collapse, and that unless he received a transplant liver, he would soon die. Sympathy poured in, but Mickey’s endgame was touched by controversy when, just 48 hours after his name went on a waiting list, he was chosen to receive a donated liver. Cynics criticized the apparent preferential treatment—Mickey had jumped ahead of more than 250 other Texans in the liver waiting line—but doctors maintained that he had received a liver so quickly because he was the sickest one on the list.


In any event, the transplant hardly benefited Mickey and he died of complications just two months later, at 63. He was buried at Sparkman Hillcrest Memorial Park in Dallas, Texas.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 7405 West Northwest Highway, continue straight, and go all the way to the cemetery’s rear, where the mausoleum is located. Park in the back of the mausoleum, enter through the rear door, and ahead 40 feet on the right, in the bottom row, is Mickey’s crypt.














JOE DIMAGGIO


NOVEMBER 25, 1914 – MARCH 8, 1999


AFTER BABE RUTH retired, the fabled Joe DiMaggio filled the Yankee lineup’s void with grace and superlative play, and he was rewarded with the sweeping idolatry of sports fans everywhere during an American era when baseball reigned supreme. The son of an immigrant Italian fisherman, Joe learned baseball skills by hitting balls with a broken oar, beat the odds to rise to the summit of the sport, and was even married, briefly, to the most glamorous of movie stars, Marilyn Monroe.


Living the quintessential dream of the American boy, his allure reached far beyond the baseball diamond, and even those who cared not a lick for sports cherished Joe as a cultural icon. Though Joe’s appeal depended largely on his exceptional on-field abilities, it was his off-field composure that clinched his universal intrigue; with impeccable dress and tailoring, he was always proud to be a great American sports hero and was committed to living up to the image by comporting himself with a self-assured style that was uniquely Joe DiMaggio.


It’s important to note that most of Joe’s years as an athlete were spent without the benefit of television. The successes of his life and career were widely reported in the print media and his games were broadcast on radio, but he retired before television became a common household fixture. Whereas television often demythologizes heroes through overexposure, radio and print served to make Joe famous but not too familiar, and heightened the DiMaggio mystique.


Joe played 13 record-filled seasons with the Yankees, including the storied 1941 season, during which he hit safely in a still-unbroken streak of 56 consecutive games. At 37, with his game tapering slightly from the wonder years, Joe chose to leave baseball when it became obvious that, though the fans still adored him, he was failing to live up to the lofty New York expectations. Always elegant and inspiring, Joe retired in 1951, though he was offered enormous financial incentives to stay another year. Said DiMaggio’s brother Dom, “He quit because he wasn’t Joe DiMaggio anymore.”


On March 8, 1999, Joe died of a lung infection at 84 and was buried at Holy Cross Cemetery in Colma, California.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 1500 Mission Road, drive up the hill, and go past the stop sign. Turn left at the next drive, go a little more than halfway around the circle, and stop before the Moynihan mausoleum on the right. There on the right under the trees is Joe’s grave.














JIM “CATFISH” HUNTER


APRIL 8, 1946 – SEPTEMBER 9, 1999


JIM “CATFISH” HUNTER was a centerpiece of pitching staffs, first with the Oakland A’s and then with the New York Yankees. In a 15-year career, he was the foundation of five World Series champion teams, including three straight in 1972–74 with the A’s. He strung together five straight 20-victory seasons, and retired with 224 wins, one of which was a perfect game. Not surprisingly, Catfish landed in the Hall of Fame.


Catfish came up to the majors in 1965 with the A’s and he was given his colorful nickname by the A’s owner after he told him, in his inimitable country drawl, that he enjoyed “huntin’” and “fishin’.” Catfish went along with the moniker and later even grew distinctive whiskers, completing the “Catfish” look.


But in 1974, after winning a third straight World Series with Oakland, Catfish was ready to become a baseball trailblazer. When the A’s were late in paying a particular annuity clause in his contract, Catfish argued that he was no longer bound to the team and, after arbitration, he was declared a free agent. George Steinbrenner stepped to the plate with a landmark $3.75 million, five-year contract, and Catfish became a Yankee. In today’s baseball economics, the contract was a small-change deal, but in 1974 it made him the highest-paid player in baseball history, and set the stage for full-scale free agency.


After signing on with the Yankees, Catfish became the team’s workhorse. By 1977 they won the World Series championship for the first time since 1962 and the following year they won again. By 1979, though, after recurring arm trouble, Catfish finished his baseball career with the Yankees at just 33 and returned to his hometown farm.


In September 1998 Catfish learned he had, of all things, a disease most commonly known by the name of a fellow Yankee Hall of Famer, whom it had killed almost 60 years before: Lou Gehrig’s disease. The disease, for which a cure is unknown, attacks nerves in the spinal cord and brain that control muscle movement, causing progressive paralysis leading to death.






[image: image]







While battling the disease, Catfish reflected on his days as an ace pitcher. “I would trade all of that for good health,” he said. “I’d be a groundskeeper and have nobody know me.”


On September 9, 1999, Catfish died of the disease at 53 and was buried at Cedarwood Cemetery in Hertford, North Carolina, just a few hundred yards behind the high school he attended and where he learned to play the game.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 100 Jimmy Hunter Drive, you won’t miss Catfish’s grave opposite the flagpole.


On the way back from the cemetery, it’s worth a stop in Hertford’s tiny center; Catfish was a native son and the town is damn proud of him. On the lawn of the courthouse is a monument dedicated to his memory and, across the street, the Hertford Café displays Catfish memorabilia.














GEORGE STEINBRENNER


JULY 4, 1930 – JULY 13, 2010


DURING HIS TUMULTUOUS 37-year reign as owner of the New York Yankees, George Steinbrenner won from both players and fans equal amounts of admiration and contempt for his impulsive personnel moves and win-at-all-costs mentality—and also won two suspensions from Major League Baseball.


Son of a Great Lakes shipping tycoon, he entered the family business and was soon president of the American Ship Building Company. But from his early years, Steinbrenner longed to own a professional sports team and in 1960 he bought the Cleveland Pipers of the short-lived American Basketball League. After they went belly-up, he moved to acquire his hometown Cleveland Indians but his bid in that move was dead-ended. In 1973, though, Steinbrenner got the last laugh when he and a group of investors bought the Yankees from CBS for $10 million. By the time of his death the franchise would be worth some $1.6 billion.


When Steinbrenner took the reins of the club they were wilting, having been without a pennant since 1964 and enduring sagging attendance while the upstart crosstown Mets thrived. “I won’t be active in the day-to-day operations of the club at all,” he declared, “I’ll stick to building ships.” But just a few months later, one of the minority owners of the investment syndicate remarked that “nothing is as limited as being a limited partner of George’s.”


An overbearing perfectionist and disciplinarian, Steinbrenner quickly became immersed in every decision concerning almost anything about the team, even though, by most accounts, he knew nothing about baseball. With an obsessive dedication to detail, he meddled in everything from the brand of grass seed used in the outfield to the shade of paint that covered the walls of box seat suites. Fastidious about his own grooming, he insisted that his players shun unruly hair and beards. When he thought the club’s parking lot was too crowded, Steinbrenner stood out of sight and watched a guard who checked every driver’s credentials. Personnel were sent spinning through his revolving door at a dizzying pace; during his tenure, he had switched managers 23 times. Meanwhile, George ran into trouble far beyond the ball field.


In 1974 he was implicated in a campaign finance scandal involving President Nixon and, after pleading guilty to obstruction of justice, he was handed a two-year suspension from baseball. In 1990 his reputation worsened when it was learned that he had paid for damaging information on slugger Dave Winfield, in the hopes of blackmailing the former Yankees star into dropping a lawsuit against the team. For this offense, Steinbrenner was banned from baseball for life, although he managed to gain reinstatement in 1993.


In his later years Steinbrenner mellowed and spent time at his Florida stud farm, which entered horses in the Kentucky Derby six times. Nostalgic, he cried in public on several occasions, including the time a group of West Point cadets cheered him at a Yankees home opener. “This is a very important thing that we hold,” he said of the Yankees, his voice cracking. “This is the people’s team.”


With impeccable timing, he died of a heart attack at 80, six months after the federal estate tax expired, saving his wife and children about half a billion dollars. He is buried at Trinity Memorial Gardens in Trinity, Florida.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 12609 Memorial Drive, turn onto Community Drive and then make a left into the cemetery, where you won’t miss George’s mausoleum on the right.














YOGI BERRA


MAY 12, 1925 – SEPTEMBER 22, 2015


THE “YOGI” MONIKER with which Lawrence Peter Berra was afflicted came about after his teenage friends saw a newsreel in which a Hindu yogi sat cross-legged. The posture struck them as exactly the way Berra sat on the ground, and from that day on, he was Yogi Berra.


The summer after eighth grade, Yogi decided he’d had enough schooling and he never went back, instead toiling in a shoe factory and spending a year in the minor leagues before finding himself on a Navy gunboat during the D-day invasion of Normandy. In a later Allied assault named Operation Dragoon, he caught a bullet and a Purple Heart.


In 1946 he became a New York Yankee, and though he homered in his first big league game, his early years were often a struggle. “My first two years, I was awful, just terrible,” he confessed. But Yogi’s sure hands and strong arm blossomed, and he’s now regarded as one of the finest catchers—if not the finest—to have ever played. Indeed, just a cursory glance at his stats underscores the high regard: Boasting 1,430 RBIs and 358 HRs, the power hitter whiffed only 414 times in more than 7,500 at bats, and threw out almost half the men who tried to steal a base against him. Named to 15 All-Star teams, he also played in 75 World Series games, including one in 1956 in which he caught Don Larsen’s perfect game—the only one in series history. According to Larsen, he threw every pitch Berra called for, never once disagreeing.
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But for all his on-field heroics, it seems Yogi Berra the Hall of Famer was perhaps eclipsed by Yogi Berra the character. Short and squat, with an awkward running gait, he looked out of place among his more imposing teammates, and that he consistently triumphed on the diamond in spite of his underdog appearance was certainly a source of his popularity. But his ungainliness also begat a humility that, coupled with down-home Yogi joviality and mannerisms, yielded a triumphant and original American rube with qualities to which fans could aspire. Epitomizing what it meant to be a selfless sportsman and big-hearted citizen, Yogi became a fast favorite. People might hate the Yankees, but they loved Yogi.


The Yogi caricature was forged too by his knack for tangled tidbits of wisdom, Zen-like epigrams somehow both nonsensical and wise that ended up in the American vernacular. To wit: “When you come to a fork in the road, take it”; “You can observe a lot just by watching”; “If you don’t know where you’re going, you might wind up somewhere else.” As the list of “Yogi-isms” underwent variations and grew over the years, he finally declared, “I really didn’t say everything I said.”


At home in his sleep, Yogi died at 90 and was buried at Gate of Heaven Cemetery in East Hanover, New Jersey.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: From the entrance at 225 Ridgedale Avenue, drive to Section 49, which is all the way in the rear. Yogi’s brown stone is along the hedge, left of the gazebo.














JESSE OWENS


SEPTEMBER 12, 1913 – MARCH 31, 1980


DURING THE 1936 Olympic Games, Jesse Owens achieved the finest one-day showing in track history by winning an unprecedented four gold medals. What made his accomplishments even more memorable was that they unfolded directly in front of Adolf Hitler, in his own Nazi Germany capital, where it was expected that the Games would be a forum for his supposed Aryan supremacy. Instead, a black athlete named Jesse ruined Hitler’s day by affirming that it was again only individual excellence, rather than race or national origin, that distinguishes one from another.


Upon his return to the States from that tremendous performance, Jesse was showered with accolades. But in those days athletes were not offered lucrative endorsement contracts, and Jesse needed to support his young family. Taking a position as a playground director in Cleveland, Jesse took his first step toward a lifetime of working with underprivileged children, and for the remainder of his life, he was tirelessly and continuously involved in the promotion of youth guidance activities. In 1976, Jesse was recognized for his efforts with our nation’s Medal of Freedom award, the highest civilian honor.
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Eighty years ago, the detrimental effects of smoking weren’t as well-known, and certainly not as well-publicized, as they are today. Many professional athletes smoked, and some even appeared in print ads advocating smoking because they had been led to believe that it helped open the lungs. Jesse was one of those misinformed athletes but, by the time the dangers of tobacco were widely publicized in the 1960s, it was too late for Jesse; he was hopelessly hooked on cigarettes.


Jesse died of lung cancer at 66 and was buried at Oak Woods Cemetery in Chicago, Illinois.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 1035 East 67th Street, turn right, then bear left at the “Y” onto Memorial Drive. After the lake, turn right and Jesse’s grave is on the right.














WALTER PAYTON


JULY 25, 1954 – NOVEMBER 1, 1999


IN THE YEARS between Ernie Banks’ retirement and Michael Jordan’s emergence, Walter Payton took up the slack as sports-hungry Chicago’s most beloved athletic hero. When the Chicago Bears picked him in the first round of the 1975 NFL draft, they had failed to compile a winning record for eight seasons, but with an aggressive running back destined for the Hall of Fame in their ranks, the Bears’ fortunes changed quickly. After Walter’s rookie year he posted the first of what would be 10 consecutive 1,000-yard seasons, and by his third year in the league he won the first of two MVP awards.


By the time of his 1987 retirement, Walter had played in 184 consecutive games and held the all-time rushing record with an incredible 16,726 yards—almost 10 miles! But, of most importance to the city of Chicago, Walter led the once lowly Bears to a Super Bowl championship and gained them the status of respected adversary.


The team retired his number 34 uniform upon Walter’s own retirement and he was elected to the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1993.


In February of 1999, in an emotional press conference, Walter announced he was suffering from primary sclerosing cholangitis (PSC), a rare liver condition with no known cure but, if a suitable donor could be found, his life could probably be saved. While Walter languished with all the other waiting-list hopefuls, his liver condition deteriorated into a cancer, transplant became impossible, and he died at 45.


Walter was cremated and his ashes remain with his family.














STEVE PREFONTAINE


JANUARY 25, 1951 – MAY 30, 1975


AT THE UNIVERSITY of Oregon, track specialist Steve Prefontaine won four consecutive NCAA titles in the 5,000-meter event and later held every national outdoor track distance record above 2,000 meters.


At the 1972 Olympics, he was a relatively young 21-year-old, but still managed a fourth-place finish in the 5,000. Always a crowd favorite for his talent as well as his exuberance—after a win Steve would often take not just one, but two or three victory laps while shaking his fists—he was well on his way to becoming perhaps the greatest American distance runner ever and it was generally expected that Steve would win gold in the 1976 Olympics.


But fate intervened and Steve’s life was cut short. His is a story of what might have been. Less than five hours after running the second-fastest 5,000 meters in U.S. history, Steve died in a single-car crash in Eugene, Oregon. In his MG convertible, driving alone with a blood-alcohol level of 0.16, he lost control and the car flipped and pinned him underneath, where he suffocated.


Steve was only 24 when he was buried at Sunset Memorial Park in Coos Bay, Oregon.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 63060 Millington Frontage Road. Just 75 feet up the hill from the cemetery office, next to a small Alberta Spruce tree, is the flat stone marking Steve’s grave.














BOBBY RIGGS


FEBRUARY 25, 1918 – OCTOBER 25, 1995


BOBBY RIGGS, ONE of tennis’ most resourceful and calculating players, was at his best in 1939, when he won nine tournaments and went 54-5 in matches. It was that year that he also swept all three titles at Wimbledon, the only time he played there. An inveterate gambler, he said, “I scraped up every dime I could find,” to take a London bookmaker’s 200-1 odds against him winning the singles, doubles, and mixed-doubles titles. At tournament’s end, Bobby pocketed $108,000. In the next decade he also won three U.S. open titles, but his enduring legacy is surely his “Battle of the Sexes” matches.


In 1973 Bobby seized center court by emerging from retirement claiming that any decent male player could defeat even the best female players. He challenged Margaret Smith Court, then the world’s top-ranked female, to a winner-take-all Battle of the Sexes match on national television; Margaret accepted the challenge but lost. After the match, Bobby declared, “I want Billie Jean King… I want the women’s lib leader.” These were the early years of the women’s movement, and Billie Jean King was an outspoken advocate and top-ranked player; such a match would transcend the boundaries of sport.


Like Margaret, Billie Jean gamely accepted the challenge and the contest attracted the attention of a broad spectrum of people. In a hyperbolic swell of promotion before the September 1973 event, Bobby brought sexist posturing to the level of self-parody, practicing in a “male chauvinist pig” T-shirt and vowing to jump off a bridge if he lost.


The “Libber versus the Lobber” match was broadcast live from the Houston Astrodome and in the circus atmosphere Bobby made his grand entrance in a gold-wheeled Chinese rickshaw pulled by six beautiful models, while Billie Jean was carried in on a red velvet-covered Cleopatra-style litter, held aloft by men clad in mini-togas. But once play began, the 29-year-old Billie Jean was all business, and she methodically overpowered the bespectacled Bobby, the pre-match favorite despite his 55 years, trouncing him in consecutive sets.


Bobby was humiliated before an estimated 40 million television viewers while Billie Jean was awarded the $100,000 prize, proving that female athletes could indeed excel in pressure-filled situations. The match, and especially Bobby’s hype, inadvertently fueled an interest in women’s tennis and helped make it the major spectator and money sport that it is today. Neither Bobby nor Billie Jean held any hard feelings and the two became good friends.


Bobby continued in the limelight as an over-the-hill hustler-player, and as women’s tennis gained popularity, he abandoned his chauvinistic stance. At a gala marking the match’s 25th anniversary, Billie Jean said, “After the fact he really understood he made a difference. He’d be thrilled to be around for all these things this year. And I really want people to appreciate him for being one of the top ten players in history.”


In 1988, long out of the spotlight, Bobby was diagnosed with prostate cancer. After battling the disease for six years, he made his condition public during the opening ceremony of the Bobby Riggs Tennis Museum Foundation. In the last year of his life, Bobby worked to educate the public about the disease.


At 77, Bobby died of the cancer. He was cremated and, per his wishes, his ashes were sprinkled over a few of his favorite tennis courts.














JACKIE ROBINSON


JANUARY 31, 1919 – OCTOBER 24, 1972


BRANCH RICKEY


DECEMBER 20, 1881 – DECEMBER 9, 1965


ON APRIL 15, 1947, Jackie Robinson, grandson of a slave, crossed the white chalk line at Ebbets Field to play first base for the Brooklyn Dodgers and broke Major League Baseball’s rigidly enforced color barrier. It’s true that if not he, then some other black player would have integrated the national pastime eventually, but it was Jackie who did it, and because he did it so incredibly well, he became a near-mythic figure.


After a four-sport college career at UCLA and a stint as the top player in the Negro League, Jackie was asked by Branch Rickey, general manager of the Dodgers, to play for one of their farm teams. At first Jackie was disbelieving, not even interested, but Branch persisted and Jackie signed on. Many owners, sportswriters, and fans were against the integration, claiming that it would destroy the game, but Branch ignored his detractors and added Jackie to the team’s roster. The Brooklyn Dodgers instantly became the favorite team of African Americans nationwide.


It’s now been more than 70 springs since that day when Jackie first walked onto Ebbets Field and today it’s difficult to appreciate the full weight of the event; it would be eight years before Rosa Parks would refuse to move to the back of a Montgomery bus and no one had ever yet heard of Martin Luther King Jr.
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While black fans huddled around radios and crowded together in the bleachers to delight in Jackie’s achievement, Jackie himself suffered lonely indignities; pitchers took pleasure in picking him off, base runners tried to spike him, fans mocked him, and he was subjected to a steady stream of racial insults and hate mail. But Jackie let his playing do the talking. He was named Rookie of the Year and just two seasons later won the Most Valuable Player award. Renowned for his daring steals of home, Jackie came to be one of the sport’s most exciting players, and baseball fans both black and white filled ballparks to see him in action. The Dodgers set new attendance records, he led them to the World Series six times, and by 1950 he was the highest-paid player on the team.


He retired in 1957 and during his induction into the Baseball Hall of Fame five years later, Jackie asked Branch Rickey to stand with him onstage as he accepted the honor; time hadn’t eroded his appreciation for the opportunity that Branch had afforded him and all others of his race.


For all of his strength and athletic prowess, Jackie’s health deteriorated at a relatively young age and, nine days after throwing out the ball to open the second game of the 1972 World Series, he succumbed to complications from diabetes at 53.


Jackie was buried at Cypress Hills Cemetery in Brooklyn, New York. His epitaph reads: A life is not important except in the impact it has on other lives.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 833 Jamaica Avenue, turn right, and drive past the office. After the road’s left-hand bend, turn at the first right, then take the next left. Drive up the hill to Memorial Abbey and Jackie is buried across the drive from the abbey, next to the Sluter tomb.


Four years after bringing Jackie into the majors, Branch Rickey quit the Dodgers’ front office and became general manager of the Pittsburgh Pirates. Concerned about players getting struck in the head by errant pitches, Branch presented the idea of a batting helmet to tinkerer Ralph Davia. In 1953 the Pirates’ batters were obligated to don the new protective headgear and within three years batting helmets were a league-wide requirement. To meet demand, Branch formed the American Baseball Cap Company and today, ABC thrives as a leading manufacturer for a variety of baseball equipment.


While addressing a meeting of businessmen, Branch suffered a heart attack at 83 and died a few days later.


He was buried at Rushtown Cemetery in Rushtown, Ohio.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: At 4757 McDermott Pond Creek Road, enter at the second drive, approaching so that the cemetery is on the left. Branch’s off-white stone is at the top of the hill in the first section on the left.














WILMA RUDOLPH


JUNE 23, 1940 – NOVEMBER 12, 1994


WITH THE CARDS stacked against her from birth, Wilma Rudolph was an unlikely Olympic hero. Besides being born with polio and wearing a steel leg brace until she was 11, she was also stricken with double pneumonia and scarlet fever.


At 14, though, after years of intensive therapy began to affect her legs positively, she began participating in track meets and, incredibly, only two years later, at just 16, Wilma Rudolph was named to the 1956 Olympic team. That year, she failed to qualify for the 200-meter event but did run on the bronze-winning relay team. Four years later, at the 1960 Games in Rome, Wilma shocked the world by becoming the first American woman to win three gold medals at a single Olympics.


After her Olympics career ended, Wilma graduated from Tennessee State University and held a succession of positions as teacher, coach, and community service leader. In 1977 her autobiography was published, and it later became a television movie. Her story has served as an inspiration to handicapped youths ever since.


At 54, Wilma died of brain cancer and was buried at Edgefield Baptist Church Cemetery in Clarksville, Tennessee.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery between the brick pillars at 1400 Paradise Hill Road, and Wilma’s grave is in the center loop of the drive.














SAM SNEAD


MAY 27, 1912 – MAY 23, 2002


SAM SNEAD WAS the son of a Virginian backwoods farmer and, though he caddied at the local resort to help his family, his dream was to become a football star. After a back injury put an end to his football dream, Sam chose to pursue golf, and by his early twenties he was a club pro. After working his way through local and regional tournaments, he pursued the tour full-time beginning in 1937 and at his second event, claimed his first professional victory.


In that rookie year, Sam went on to win four more events and, over the next 23 years, won at least one tournament every year on tour except one. His biggest season was in 1950, when he won 11 times. No one has won that many since. At age 52, he was the oldest player to win on the PGA Tour and he remained a threat well into his sixties. In 1979, at 67, Snead became the youngest player to shoot his age—and if that wasn’t enough, he shot a 66 two days later. Though some players steeled themselves to win particularly prestigious events, Sam was never that fussy. “I don’t give a damn what tournament it is,” he said. “If you play it, you want to win it.”


Despite 84 career victories on the American tour and another 80 worldwide, the U.S. Open always eluded him, though he was runner-up four times. But the Masters was a different story. It was his playground, and at Augusta Sam won three green jackets over a six-year stretch, finishing in the top five on six other occasions.


Beginning in 1983, Sam was the Masters Tournament honorary starter and he did it with style; wearing a straw hat and a cocky grin, he’d make a quick jaunt to the first tee and thunder a drive with his flawless swing, then retreat to the sidelines and tell golfing stories flavored with an inimitable brand of homespun humor and folksy wisdom. “The sun doesn’t shine on the same dog’s tail all the time” was a favorite Sam Snead maxim.


But in 2002, Sam had been ill before the Masters Tournament and, though lesser men might have politely bowed out of the engagement, Sam never considered passing on the tradition of hitting the first drive. Still, that Masters appearance was more ceremonial than any ever before; someone else teed up Sam’s ball and his shot flew into the gallery, striking a fan in the face and breaking his glasses.


Six weeks later, Sam died at home at 89, passing away in his bed while holding hands with his son and daughter-in-law.


Sam was buried at his estate in Hot Springs, Virginia.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: The Snead estate is on the west side of Route 220, about 13 miles north of the big paper mill in Covington. This estate, though, is very private property. The Snead family still lives there, you can’t see Sam’s grave from the road, and I don’t recommend showing up without an invitation.














WILLIE STARGELL


MARCH 6, 1940 – APRIL 9, 2001


WILLIE STARGELL, KNOWN affectionately to Pittsburgh Pirates fans as “Pops,” was a powerhouse hitter who crushed 475 soaring and majestic home run shots. Batting cleanup for most of his 21-season career, he rattled the confidence of pitchers by pinwheeling the bat in rhythm with their delivery and, once he connected, his sheer power was unmatched; Willie once held the record for the longest homer in nearly half of the National League parks and still remains the only person to have ever hit a ball out of Dodger Stadium. Later, as if to prove it was no fluke, he did it again.


Upon teammate Roberto Clemente’s death in 1972, Willie stepped up to lead the team, and in 1979, he became the oldest player ever, at 39, to win the Most Valuable Player award. In 1988, he was elected into the Hall of Fame at Cooperstown in his first year of eligibility.


For the Pirates and their fans, opening day 2001 promised to be particularly memorable—the day would also mark the official opening of their brand-new PNC Park field, which had been built to replace the aged Three Rivers Stadium of Willie’s glory days. But for all the pomp surrounding Pittsburgh’s 2001 opening, the sunny April celebration turned out bittersweet. That morning, just hours before the first pitch was thrown, home run–king Willie died after a long battle with kidney disease. Fittingly, in a style of which Willie is assuredly proud, the very first hit at the new stadium was a home run.


At 61, he was interred at Oleander Memorial Gardens in Wilmington, North Carolina.


GRAVE DIRECTIONS: Enter the cemetery at 306 Bradley Drive, and immediately after the white, fenced bridge, turn left and drive up the hill to the mausoleum. At the mausoleum, Willie’s crypt is on the right-hand wall, second row from the top.














JIM VALVANO


MARCH 10, 1946 – APRIL 28, 1993


THE PEOPLE AND fans of North Carolina were simply not prepared for what hit them, and their ears, when Jim Valvano took over as head coach of the North Carolina State Wolfpack basketball team in 1980. The fast-talking coach made himself into the state’s most audible character, appearing almost incessantly on a statewide radio hookup, accepting speaking engagements, and cheerfully promoting soft drinks and fast food.


But whatever misgivings his ubiquitous activities may have engendered were generally swept away by what happened at the end of the 1983 season. Finishing the regular season in a tie for third place in the Atlantic Coast Conference, the team did not lose again. They won a bid to the NCAA tournament and upset higher-ranked teams to reach the final.


Their opponent in the final was top-ranked Houston, which had won 26 straight and, for all its postseason flair, Jim’s Wolfpack wasn’t given a chance. But in that final game, Jim demonstrated his mastery as a coach, slowing the tempo of the game to frustrate Houston’s charging style. In the final minute, with the Wolfpack trailing by a slim margin, he ordered his team to commit fouls to capitalize on their opponents’ weak free-throw skills. The Wolfpack erased the deficit and after a few wild seconds of bedlam basketball at game’s end, won 54-52, claiming the national championship in outlandish, Cinderella style. In the ensuing triumphant pandemonium, Jim Valvano lent himself to sports-reel immortality and defined the emotion of victory, leaping off the bench with a whoop and running madly down the court looking for someone to hug.
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