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            Introduction

         

         I love baseball.

         But I find most books about baseball players boring. There seems to be a standard template for how you write them. Maybe it’s because there are so many of these books out there, but it feels like they’ve become a paint-by-numbers exercise, dictating what you talk about and how you talk about it.

         Forget that. I’m Keith Hernandez. I want to write this my way.

         When I was a kid, my father would come home from his twenty-four-hour fireman shift and bring fresh San Francisco sourdough bread from the local bakery. If we were lucky, he also would have stopped by the Spanish market and picked up chorizo sausage. The bread would still be warm from the baker’s oven, and Mom would spread some butter or jelly over it and give it to my brother and me. Soft on the inside with a crust that made your teeth work just the right amount. It was wonderful. I want to make this book something like that. Something that you set your teeth into and say, “Keith, that’s pretty good. More, please.”

         So I’ll need to keep things easy and moving along. I want you to feel the spontaneity I feel when I reflect.

         And I have specific periods I want to focus on. (In the broadcast booth, I find that when you try to talk about everything, you wind up saying nothing. People just tune you out, and even if they don’t, they can’t possibly learn very much.) I want to talk about my development as a baseball player and how it got me to the major leagues; I want to talk about how I gained the confidence to thrive in the bigs despite a grueling haul; and, finally, I want to talk about how my development as a young player affects how I see the game today from my seat in the broadcast booth.

         Because I’ve spent most of my life around baseball, I have good stories to tell. And I love sharing them with others.

         Like the other night: I was sitting at a table at Harvest on Fort Pond in Montauk, New York, with my good friends Paul and Chantal Weinhold. The place was packed with folks enjoying the cozy environment and excellent food, and I had brought a couple of bottles from my wine cellar for the table. We were happy, and the talk was easy and fun. It’s always that way with Paul and Chantal, a married couple I’ve known since my playing days with the Mets.1

         Somewhere along the way, we started talking about baseball—specifically, this year’s Mets team. Paul, who’s a psychologist and finds the mental aspects of the game fascinating, asked about a Mets starting pitcher, a flamethrower who was successful at getting batters out but had a tough time holding them on base during the rare occasions they got on. The opposing team had made five swipes against him a few nights earlier.

         “He’s been doing it one way for years,” Paul said, referring to the pitcher’s delivery to home plate. “And now people expect him to change. Can he?”

         “Why not?” I said. “Doc [Gooden] did it at the start of his major league career. He had the same issue.”

         “But how difficult is that sort of adjustment?” Chantal asked. “After all, like the rest of us, aren’t baseball players creatures of habit?”

         I said it would take time, and, yes, some players get stuck when opponents expose a weakness.

         “It’s more about mental toughness than the actual adjustment,” I said, and I told them how Nolan Ryan would storm around in between pitches, strutting like John Wayne ready for a gunfight in the town square. “You got the feeling that, if he had to, Nolan could throw the ball with his other hand and still find a way to get batters out. For this guy on the Mets, he’s got to tap into that sort of mentality: This is my mound, and I will do anything to protect it. After that, it just becomes a matter of decreasing his delivery time to home plate while not giving up any of his outstanding stuff. It’s that simple.”

         Then I recalled a story I had been told years earlier. To me, it defines that territorial attitude a pitcher must have to be successful.

         “Did I ever tell you what Don Sutton told me? About what he did when Tommy Lasorda tried to mess with his pregame routine?” I asked while topping off the glasses with a 2007 Insignia. Paul and Chantal shook their heads, and I could see they wanted me to go on. I mean, it’s Tommy Lasorda and Don Sutton, two Hall of Famers, so it was not a hard sell.

         
            The Dodgers were in Pittsburgh for a series. They lost the first game, and Tommy Lasorda, the Dodgers’ then-manager, was bent out of shape because the Pirates had stolen, like, five bases during the game. This was 1979 or 1980—Lasorda’s third or fourth year as their manager. So Lasorda, who liked to cuss, came into the visitors’ clubhouse after the game and began screaming at his pitchers. All of them. He yelled “You motherf—ers” this and “You c—suckers” that, and he told them that they all were coming out the next day, before the game, to practice holding runners on base.

            Don Sutton, a veteran who was having another stellar season, raised his hand and said, “Hey, I’m pitching tomorrow. You still want me to come in at three?”

            “You’re goddamn right!” yelled Lasorda.

            “Okay, I’ll come in at three,” Don said.

            The next day Sutton and the rest of the starting staff showed up. It was the middle of the afternoon and on lousy Astroturf, so it was, like, 100 degrees. Lasorda had them all out there in the heat for about forty minutes, working on holding runners on base.

            The game started and Sutton took the mound in the bottom of the first. Omar Moreno, the speedy base-stealing center fielder, led off for the Pirates, and Sutton gave up an immediate single. On purpose.

            “I just threw a BP fastball down the middle” is what Don told me later. Sutton had great control and command of all five of his exceptional pitches: In the sixty-four times I faced him over my career, he walked me twice. That’s 1 per 32 at-bats, and I averaged 1 walk per 6 at-bats over my career against the rest of the league. So if Don Sutton wanted to give you something you could slap, he could do it. The question was, why?

            Now Sutton had Moreno on first—the exact situation Lasorda had him and the other pitchers working on before the game—and Sutton looked for his sign from the catcher, went into his stretch, and balked! On purpose!

            “Lasorda never messed with me again,” Sutton said.

         

         Even though they’re not ballplayers, Paul and Chantal understood the psychological significance of this story. Sutton was saying, Okay, Lasorda, this is my day to pitch and my mound. I’m in control! Don’t you dare screw with that again. And a pitcher who’s got that sort of cojones—giving a batter a free pass to second base just to make a point to his manager—will also have the guts and the grit to figure out how to keep winning ball games. He will make adjustments.2

         “Now,” I said to Chantal and Paul, “all quality major leaguers—pitchers and hitters—have that sort of moxie. Sutton had it in spades, of course, but everyone’s got to have at least a little bit. Because a baseball career is really just a series of adjustments. Those who adjust get to continue, while those who don’t need to find another line of work. So if this kid from the Mets is going to be around awhile, and I think he will be, he’ll make the necessary adjustments and get over this speed bump, because it’s his mound and nobody’s going to take it away from him. He’ll do what needs to be done, period. And the longer he can do that, the longer he’ll be in the league.”

         Then I couldn’t help myself—here we were talking baseball, and it brought me to another place. Another time. So I told my captive audience that I had one more story for them:

         
            It was 1978, the year after my first breakout season with the Cardinals. The Reds were in town, and they had Tom Seaver going on the mound. Tom, of course, pitched a brilliant complete game and beat us 2–1 with vintage Seaver stuff. Hard, off-the-table breaking ball, blazing fastball, painting the corners like a Dutch master. And I remember coming back to the bench on that hot and humid night in St. Louis, after my second or third futile at-bat, and blurting out, “Goddamn, he’s throwing hard!” And sitting next to me was Lou Brock, who simply said in his very soft and understated manner, “You should have seen him in ’69.”

            Eleven days later, we were in Cincinnati and, lo and behold, Seaver was back on the mound, and I went up to the plate and dug in with my back foot extra deep to get ready for the heater. But to my surprise, I saw that Tom had nothing on his fastball. He couldn’t break a pane of glass, as we say. Is he playing with me? So in my second at-bat I was suspicious and got ready for the gas. But it was the same thing—no fastball! This wasn’t the Tom Seaver from eleven days ago—it was some “cunny thumber,” throwing big, sweeping, slow curveballs and sinking changeups over the outside corner, spotting fastballs, and throwing sliders inside just enough to keep me honest. He was tossing salad up there! But he made the most of what he had, and he never missed over the plate—if he missed, he missed out of the strike zone. All of this showed the intelligence, and confidence, of the man—he must have known in that first inning or warm-up session that he had zero and adapted accordingly.

         

         “And what was the result?” I asked the table.

         “A no-hitter,” said Paul.

         “That’s right!” I said. “The only no-hitter of Tom’s career. Imagine that! There had to have been a bit of satisfaction knowing that he’d achieved it without anything close to his usual dominant power stuff.”3

         “Had you ever seen an adjustment that stark by a player?” asked Chantal.

         “Never,” I said. “Before or since. One night he was Dr. Jekyll, the next, Mr. Hyde. It was amazing. But, again, Tom just understood what had to be done and made it happen.”

         From there, the conversation at the table moved away from baseball, but the theme of performance and mindset hung around, a steady driver for the rest of the evening’s talk. And that’s the beauty of a good baseball story. It not only slides well into conversation but also feeds conversation. That’s why it’s the national pastime: it fits in with our own stories, ballplayers or not. Baseball is additive rather than disruptive or merely benign.

         
              

         

         So how do I start my baseball story? How about this:

         
            Hi. I’m Keith Hernandez—former St. Louis Cardinals and New York Mets first baseman turned broadcaster. If you didn’t follow the game in the 1980s (or catch today’s telecast), you may think we’ve never crossed paths. But you have seen Seinfeld, right? Oh, that Keith Hernandez. Yup, that’s me.

         

         I guess that could work, but I’d really just be selling us both short. Because when you’re fortunate enough to be around the game and in the public eye as much as I’ve been, you develop standard responses whenever people want to know something about you. Even if you’re good at “being yourself,” you still have your go-to’s. And that sort of a beginning would send me on a path of a lot of go-to’s.

         Throw it on the boring pile…

         I want to go deeper. I want to strip everything else away to reveal something about myself you can’t “discover” in a Google search. I want to get to the core of my baseball story.

         I should note that my original intention was to slog through my life, dragging you, the reader, along with me in this slow, chronological procession. Like a death march (and standard operating procedure for a sports memoir). Interestingly, I think my brief time on the Seinfeld set those many years ago has helped inspire me to do otherwise. Because it was there, seeing Jerry and company at work, that I first caught a glimpse of storytelling’s creative process. Going into the week of shooting “The Boyfriend” episodes, I had thought that we would simply stick with the script. But once I was on set, I saw that the script—the original idea—was really just a starting place. There were three writers in addition to the show’s creators—Larry David and Jerry—and then, of course, the incredibly talented principal actors. All of them had input into each scene. It was very experimental—Let’s try this; how about this?—and I was fascinated by just how much the original scene could change once the ensemble’s creative juices were flowing. And when you think about it, that inventiveness and spontaneity is actually a lot like playing in a baseball game, where you’re forced to improvise almost constantly. Well, then, that’s the way I wanted to go about this endeavor: loose and ready for anything.

         Then it hit me one day in the grocery store:

         
            That plane ride to Florida…1972…My first spring training…

         

         That’s where I want to start the book! So I thought for a while until I hit on another plane ride:

         
            The year 1979…My manager told me, “You’ll be in the lineup every day, even if it costs me my job.”…My season turned around…

         

         And those became my goalposts: Every time I tried to move beyond ’79, I came back to that span of years—particularly to ’74, ’75, and ’76. Those were the hardest yet most instructive years.

         Talk to any player who was able to achieve a sustained career in the major leagues and ask him what the most important years in his career were. He’ll say, “The hard ones.” Because it’s in those struggles, when you’re fighting to survive, that you’re actually learning how to thrive in baseball. (Though you may not realize it at the time, it’s happening.) But first, the game will have its pound of flesh. And for some of us, like me, it was more like two pounds. You have to keep fighting. You have to bare your teeth and growl and claw and scratch until one day, still hanging on, you realize, Hey, I’m a bona fide big leaguer and a damned good one!

         So that’s what I want this book to be. A story about a promising talent who became a professional ballplayer with a lot of expectations but not necessarily with the moxie to “own it”—to get in the box against guys like Tom Seaver, Don Sutton, and Nolan Ryan and say, “Okay, I’m gonna go toe-to-toe with you, and I’m gonna win.”

         That sort of confidence came, but it took a while, and that journey—the making of a player like Keith Hernandez—feels like something worth sharing.

         Something to chew on.

         I realize that if you’re an ’86 Mets fan or you’re looking for the story behind Whitey Herzog’s ’82 world-champ Cardinals, this book is a prequel to the movie. The in-depth stories about those teams are terrific but have also been exhaustively celebrated in magazines, films, and, of course, books (I’ve written a couple of them). My hope is that after reading this, you will better appreciate my role in and contribution to both of those storied teams and franchises.

         I don’t want to gloss over my “hard” years. They’re too important to me—to my love of baseball. Because after withstanding them, I could withstand anything.

         Okay. Let’s begin our journey.

         
            1 I met Paul, who’s nickname is “The Mayor” because he can start a conversation with anybody, at the old Vertical Club, which was located on 60th Street, between First and Second Avenues, right by the 59th Street Bridge.

            2 It also shows a certain tenacity and stubbornness that is required in an athlete. But I wouldn’t recommend this approach if you’re a marginal, struggling, or striving young player. You’re talking about a future Hall of Famer and a 300-plus-game winner in the prime of his career!

            3 Whenever I see Tom, we laugh about his magnificent start. I tell him he had nothing, and he agrees.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Part I

            Bricks and Mortar

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         I’m in a grocery store in South Florida, buying eggs.

         But anybody looking at me standing here would say I’m staring at the eggs. There are rows and rows of them—dozens of raw eggs in delicate shells tucked away in soft packaging. One misstep by any of their handlers—human or domesticated fowl—en route to this shelf and splat, there goes the chance to become somebody’s omelet.

         I chuckle at this notion. Kind of like the perilous route from Little League to the majors.

         And now I’m looking past the eggs—I’m a hundred miles away. I’m thinking. No, wait, I’m dreaming. I’m lost in something that happened years ago.

         The phone buzzes in my pocket. It brings me back.

         “Hello?”

         It’s my book agent.

         “I was just thinking of a good place to start the book,” I say.

         The book agent gets excited, but I cut him off.

         “I gotta buy some eggs. Can I call you back in twenty?”

         He says okay, and I hang up and grab a dozen eggs. I go for the organic because that’s what my present company at the condo wants. She’s famished.

         Publix Super Markets are king in South Florida. Every region of the country has their mega chains, and in the lovely Sunshine State, it’s Publix. They got one on every corner. And you never know who you might run into. A bunch of former players live down here. I sometimes hang with Rusty Staub, Jim Kaat, Jim Palmer, and Mike Schmidt, to name a few. It’s kind of like Disneyland—all these characters from the sport’s yesteryear walking around. And they all shop at Publix. But I don’t run into anyone today—it’s just me and the eggs.

         I drive home and park the 2006 Mercedes-Benz C55 AMG next to the 2015 BMW 650i. The Benz is great—the best car I’ve ever owned. Zoom! But the BMW has a convertible top, and that sure is delightful in the warm Florida winters. Such decadence. But you know what? I’ve worked hard my entire life to get where I am, and as with my poultry companions in the passenger seat, it wasn’t a smooth ride by any stretch. More than once, I ended up with egg on my face.

         I get home, and Hadji, my fifteen-year-old Bengal cat, greets me at the door. My Sancho Panza. I put the eggs in the fridge, step outside onto the balcony, and call my book agent back.

         I’m standing out on the balcony, looking over the Intracoastal Waterway. It’s a beautiful day, and there are a lot of boats on the water. A bunch of teenagers are on one; they’re listening to music and the girls are sunbathing. My agent picks up and wants to know more about my idea for the book’s opening. So I tell him the story I was thinking about back in the grocery store.

         
              

         

         1972. I was getting ready to go to my first spring training. My dad, who was this tough Depression-era guy and hated blue jeans because they reminded him of his adolescent poverty, said he was going to help me pick out my wardrobe for the plane ride east.

         “C’mon, Dad,” I said. I was a kid of the ’60s, so jeans were cool.

         But he just shook his head, and we went out shopping. We came back with a long-sleeved solid purple shirt, a pair of black knit slacks with cheesy patterns stitched into them, and white patent-leather shoes.1 Ouch. When my summer league baseball coach, Tony Santora, stopped by the house to say goodbye and wish me luck, he saw my outfit and said, “Keith, you look like the Cuban flag!”

         “Thanks, Tony.”

         I hugged my parents goodbye at San Francisco International and flew east with this other kid, Marty DeMerritt, a big redheaded pitcher from South San Francisco who the St. Louis Cardinals had drafted twenty rounds before me. Marty wore an outfit that was somehow worse than mine—red on red. He looked like Bozo the Clown.

         We’d faced each other in high school and summer leagues, so I knew Marty competitively, which is why we both acted like it was no big deal when the plane flew into a giant thunderstorm over the Gulf of Mexico. But I’m sure, deep down, Marty was terrified and, like me, thought we were going to die. I had never flown before, and there was all this lightning and the plane was bouncing up and down. Having been on a lot of airplane rides since, I can easily say that approach into Tampa is number one on the chart of check-your-lunch flights.

         Safely landed in the Sunshine State, I was still scared to death—I was eighteen years old and suddenly on my own.

         We collected our bags, and a Cardinals representative escorted us to a waiting van for transport to St. Petersburg, a small city less than thirty miles from central Tampa and home to the Cardinals’ spring training complex. As we headed out, I felt like I was in a foreign country. Gone were the Northern California redwoods and sequoias, the coastal mountain ranges; instead there was a flat landscape dotted with palm trees and prehistoric-looking birds called pelicans.

         Strange.

         We came up to a series of cheap roadside motels scattered on both sides of the highway. Marty and I had been told our motel assignments in advance, and I was dropped off first. I stepped out of the van into the hot, sticky air, said goodbye to Marty, and headed to the motel’s little office to check in. I can’t remember the name of the motel, but it certainly wasn’t the Ritz—just two twin beds, a shower, a black-and-white television, and one of those electric AC units hanging out a window.

         As with the other five hundred players in camp, this would be my home throughout spring training.2

         I settled in quickly—I didn’t have much stuff—and went to my suitcase for my Strat-O-Matic, a board game popular at the time and sort of the precursor to fantasy baseball. There were pitcher and player cards, and you’d roll three dice for the outcomes: hit, strikeout, walk, out, error. I’d invested months in the game over the winter, playing the entire National League 1971 season, managing all the teams, playing both sides. And I’d gotten through 127 games of the 162-game schedule.

         That’s 762 games.

         Multiply that by the half hour it took to play one game, and I’d spent over two weeks of my life dedicated to the 1971 Strat-O-Matic season. I’d stashed the game, along with the fat spooled notebook where I kept extensive statistics game by game, month by month, at the bottom of my suitcase beneath my clothes. But the Strat-O-Matic wasn’t there. It was gone!

         Instantly, I knew why.

         “Dad, where’s my Strat-O-Matic?” I frantically yelled into the receiver of the motel phone. My parents had said I could call home, collect, once a week.

         “You gotta concentrate on real baseball, Keith,” my dad said. “No Strat-O-Matic.”

         Oh, the horror. Dad had been one step ahead of me—he’d figured it out and taken the game from my bag before I left. I telephoned my brother, who was on the road somewhere with the University of California Golden Bears baseball team—Gary was their starting first baseman—but he was little help. He just laughed and laughed. But I was crushed. I would never know who won the pennant that 1971 Strat-O-Matic season.3

         There was no escape now—I was a professional baseball player, and no roll of the dice was going to help me get through.

         
            1Patent-leather shoes, believe it or not, were “in” back then and worn by most of the big leaguers.

            2 Also taking up residence were more than a few giant cockroaches. Floridians call them palmetto bugs. I didn’t care what they were called; I had never laid eyes on a bug that large and they terrified me. Where the hell am I?

            3 I never did finish that Strat-O-Matic season. When I went home after the season, I never took it back out. I guess that’s what a year of professional ball does to a person: he craves the real thing.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         I visit my older brother and only sibling, Gary, in San Francisco, and we take the eighteen-mile drive south down the Cabrillo Highway to Pacifica.

         There are easier, more direct routes, but we’re taking it for old times’ sake. Back in the ’50s and early ’60s, this was the only way to get to Pacifica from the city. We make our descent from the coastal hills of Daly City into the beach communities of Edgemont, Sharp Park, and Vallemar, and continue south over the small mountain crest just past Rockaway Beach, down into Linda Mar Valley.

         Gary makes the left turn onto Linda Mar Boulevard, and a half mile inland we turn right onto Hermosa Avenue. “My God,” I say to Gary, who’s probably thinking the same thing. “It’s so small.” When we were kids, the street seemed about a mile long. But now I see it’s only a bit more than a hundred yards. And I wonder how many times we walked and rode our bikes on this block—to school, to workouts—in rain, fog, wind, and sun.

         We pull into the cul-de-sac in front of our old house. There is now a second story, and the small front yard has been replaced by a concrete walkway, but the brick facade and wishing well are still there. As little kids, Gary and I got a few days off from school to help Dad brick the wishing well. He loved using bricks to dress up the house. When Mom wanted a flower bed, he installed one across the front of the house with bricks.

         That’s still here, too.

         But the fence he made—a ranch-style fence with wooden rails and, of course, brick pilings—is gone.

         We get out of the car and stand in the cul-de-sac that was our first baseball diamond, and I wonder if there are any kids in the neighborhood still breaking windows with line drives. We must have broken the Barretts’ window five times, and Dad would always immediately go over and clean up the glass and get a glazier over to replace the window. The Barretts never complained. It was just kids playing.

         Gary and I stand in the street for another minute and take a last look at the house. There were four of us living here, plus a dog, Tex, then after Tex died, a Persian tomcat, Sinbad—1,100 square feet purchased with $12,000 and some help from Dad’s GI Bill.

         More than half a century ago.

         I peek down the side of the house to the backyard. When we were boys it was just a quick scale over the backyard fence to the large artichoke farm, where we’d play hide-and-go-seek and sometimes cut through to get to school. And along the farm’s southern edge was San Pedro Creek. The creek begins somewhere up in the surrounding coastal mountains, and as a kid I tried a few times to follow it to its source, but it just kept crawling around, up through the hills. So I never did find it. Mom didn’t like us going down to the creek, but we’d sneak off anyway, playing cowboys and Indians with the other neighborhood kids. But between the dirt on our clothes and the painful poison-oak rashes, she’d usually find out. Eventually, she gave up—boys will be boys—and sometimes we’d head down to catch rainbow trout in one of the stream’s deeper pools, and Mom would cook them on the stove for our lunch.

         We’re back in the car. Gary takes a right out of the neighborhood, back onto Linda Mar Boulevard, and I catch a glimpse of the old drainage ditch that trickles into the creek. We pass a mini mall with a pizza shop, where Ed and Jim’s Union 76 used to be. The gas station sponsored our Little League teams. Ed was the old man and Jim was the son, maybe early forties, and they’d come over to watch our night games after they’d closed up for the evening. I remember Dad sketched out the design of the uniforms on a piece of paper—not only the shirts but also the pants, socks, and hats—and Ed and Jim paid to have them made. Mom cut out the letters and ironed them on the hats for all the kids on our team. A family affair.

         The baseball fields aren’t much farther—close enough that when we were kids we’d ride our bikes or walk—but they’re gone, too. A private Christian school now stands where my friends and I played five years of Little League and Pony League ball, where Dad taught us everything, from baserunning and cutoffs to double plays and rundowns.

         Gary and I talk about Mr. Otenello, another coach who helped Dad build the fields. He brought an earthmover from San Francisco to level the pasture, and we realize that he couldn’t have driven one of those monstrous vehicles on the Pacific Coast Highway—he must have loaded it up on a flatbed and hauled it down.

         And after they’d prepared the field, Dad would head out in the early mornings to water the seeds so they would take root and grow strong.

         
              

         

         Pacifica, 1959

         I am five and I spend hours standing on our front lawn, throwing a tennis ball against the side wall of our garage about fifteen feet away.

         The wall isn’t smooth. Its facade is brick, with mortar inset between the brick. So if I throw the ball against the wall, it might hit a corner of the brick or an indentation within the brick itself and not come straight back.

         It is unpredictable, just like a live batter.

         That’s what makes it fun. The ball might hit flush and bounce back straight; it might hit on a lower angle and come down hard; it might hit the upper part and speed through the air; and if it hit the side, it could go left or right. Sometimes I have to dive. Sometimes I have to charge. Sometimes it’s a blooper and I have to leap. And as I get better, I move in closer and closer, which gives me much less time to react. All good for agility and quickness. Lord knows how many times Mom scrubbed the grass stains out of my jeans.

         Pretending I am an All-Star shortstop like Pittsburgh’s Dick Groat, I will play games against the wall: a clean fielding with a sharp throw is an out; a ball that gets by me up the middle is a single; down the line is a double. If the bases are loaded with less than two outs, I’ll move in closer and play the hot corner over at third.

         I love these imaginary games and will play them until Mom calls me in for dinner or the sun goes down. Sometimes Gary will join me—we’ll be middle infielders working together. Otherwise, I’ll be by myself, off in my own little world.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         My roommate for 1972 spring training finally showed up around 9 p.m. Mets fans remember Mike Vail well because in 1975 he set a modern MLB rookie record with a twenty-three-game hitting streak, which not only began with his first MLB at-bat but also was the longest hitting streak in Mets franchise history.1

         Imagine that, setting a franchise hit record right out of the gate…

         But at that time, Mike was just another Bay Area kid, drafted out of De Anza College in Cupertino. A couple of doors down from us were Jerry Mumphrey and Larry Herndon, two African Americans who would have long careers in the big leagues. Jerry was from Tyler, Texas; Larry hailed from Sunflower, Mississippi.

         I remember one hot, humid evening we were sitting around outside our rooms, and Larry and Mumph were eating something out of a big glass jar.

         “You want one, Keith?” they asked.

         “What the hell is it?”

         “Pickled pigs’ feet,” they told me.

         I declined, and they just laughed and said, “What’s wrong with you?”

         This was part of the beauty of coming into the world of Major League Baseball: it plucked me out of my little Northern California bubble and introduced me to a wide variety of people from across the country. And, of course, there were plenty of players from the Caribbean and Latin America. St. Petersburg of 1972 and every other town I played professional ball in after that was a heck of a place for a young person to meet folks from all over.

         But besides baseball, there wasn’t much for our eclectic bunch to do: St. Pete’s small downtown was a long bus ride away (no one had a car) and seemed to be inhabited exclusively by retirees and octogenarians. The one thing that saved us from complete boredom was the ill-maintained shuffleboard court on the motel property.

         Food, unfortunately, was just as scarce as the entertainment. Before workouts, we were given breakfast, which consisted of toast, bagels, and cold cereal along with coffee, milk, and juice. There was also a lunch of soup and crackers. It was hardly enough sustenance for a professional baseball player trying to make the cut. So after practice we would take the city bus down Fourth Street to Morrison’s Cafeteria, an all-you-can-eat restaurant chain.

         Thank God for Morrison’s.

         It was six dollars for dinner—a good thing because we weren’t paid a salary during spring training, and our weekly allowance was just seventy-five dollars (ten dollars a day for food and five dollars for laundry). There would be around twenty of us scarfing down plate after plate, the grayheads at the rest of the tables watching in shock and awe.

         It didn’t really matter that there were more things to do on the moon than in St. Pete, because after a long day’s practice and stuffing ourselves to the gills at Morrison’s, we were exhausted: a few rounds of shuffleboard, then we’d hit the sack. Team busses started rolling to the complex at 8 a.m., and we were expected to be in uniform and ready to go by 10.

         The practice regimen consisted of calisthenics, running, drills, fundamentals of all sorts, more running, and then actual live batting practice, shagging, and, for us infielders, lots of ground balls until the lunch break at noon. Soup anyone? Then we were back out on the field with more BP and “fundies” until everyone—all 500 of us—had hit. At around 4 p.m., the day was finished off with yet more running, then we’d shower and bus back to the motel, and it was off to Morrison’s again.

         Of the 500 players, only 175 would find a spot on one of the Cardinals’ seven minor league teams. Competition was keen, and the workouts had to be well structured in order for each player to show his abilities to the minor league brass, managers, hitting  instructors, and pitching coaches. They all would be scattered around the four fields, in the batting cages, and up in the observational tower located in the middle of the complex. As a player, you felt their eyes upon you at all times, and you tried very, very hard to impress them. That was the goal: to make a good impression.

         So what was their first impression of me?

         Well, have you ever seen the movie The Natural? It’s one of my favorites. Robert Redford is perfect as Roy Hobbs, an immensely talented baseball player with a cryptic past who, after years of suffering, finally gets a second chance to play with a big-league team. In the film, there’s this great scene where Hobbs takes his first BP session. It’s in the big ballpark, and all the players and coaches are there, halfheartedly watching Hobbs, who’s pushing forty, step into the batter’s box. He takes his first cut and crushes the ball over the right-field fence, putting it way up into the seats. The next ten swings yield a similar result: Hobbs, the natural, hitting balls so pure and long that even the great Ted Williams would be envious. Only in Hollywood! (But Redford has a nice, athletic swing; and Randy Newman’s music score is off the charts.)

         Well, the circumstances surrounding my first professional BP session on that opening day of camp couldn’t have been any more different, or less magnificent.

         First, I was still a kid, just old enough to buy cigarettes and girlie magazines from the drugstore (hypothetically). Second, I wasn’t a nobody; in fact, I was a “bonus baby,” which meant the Cardinals had paid big money to sign me. I knew the Cardinals’ brass and coaches as well as some informed players would be watching the $30K buy from the forty-second round of the draft. Third, and I’m not proud of this, I whiffed on my first swing.

         I guess I thought everyone was going to be hurling 190-mile-per-hour fastballs, and, in retrospect, I should’ve taken the first pitch. But I swung before the ball was even halfway home. Of course, there were tons of players and coaches around the batting cage to witness this whiff on 85-mile-per-hour cheese, and I heard a few chuckles coming from behind the cage.

         The second pitch came in, and this time I murdered the ball…

         Just joking. The pitcher jammed the crap out of me, and I sent a dribbler halfway to first base. So it wasn’t exactly a Hollywood introduction. But by the fourth pitch or so, I got my bearings, worked back over the middle of the plate, and had a decent BP session. (As it turned out, I wasn’t the only one nervous that day: my flight buddy, Marty DeMerritt, threw a curveball over the batting cage his first time out pitching. I’d never seen that before.)

         So why was I a big-shot “bonus baby”? Again, I’d been picked in a distant galaxy otherwise known as the forty-second round of the June 1971 amateur draft; usually guys taken that late aren’t even signed, let alone given big money. The short answer is that I should have been taken in the early rounds, but my high school coach was a bit of a jerk, so I didn’t play baseball during my senior year. It wasn’t until after the draft and I kicked butt in summer ball that the Cardinals said, “We really gotta sign this kid.” Otherwise, I was off to college (I’d been heavily recruited by Stanford and Cal for both baseball and football, and I’d received congressional consent to the Air Force and Naval Academies).

         So it all worked out. I had been a good student in high school, but I wasn’t interested in anything other than playing professional baseball. If there had been any doubt about that, it went away after I signed with the Cardinals and Dad insisted I enroll in a semester’s worth of classes at the junior college while I waited for spring training. Screw that. Instead, I’d head out of the house every morning, drive my parents’ car to the San Fran airport, and park in the old high school lovers’ lane to watch the planes take off until I went to sleep. I got incompletes across the board, and, of course, the report card was sent home.

         “Keith, that’s on your permanent scholastic record,” my brother, who was a senior at Cal Berkeley, told me. “You should’ve just dropped out if you didn’t want to go.”

         Well, I didn’t know all that, and I didn’t care. Dad was mad, but not as mad as I thought he’d be. Of course, it wasn’t an adult conversation we had—Dad liked to fly off the handle and yell and scream—but he relented, and I sensed that he was impressed by my single-mindedness: baseball superstar or bust.

         Back to camp.

         Initial cuts were made, and those of us remaining were organized into groups corresponding to the respective minor league teams we would most likely be playing for that season. At the lowest level of the Cardinals’ minor league food chain was the Gulf Coast League. They would play their season at the spring training facility with no fanfare and all day games. The next step up was A ball, and there the Cardinals placed three teams: Cedar Rapids, Iowa, was the lowest A ball classification in the Midwest League; St. Petersburg in the Florida State League was a tough midlevel A league; and Modesto, California, was the highest A ball classification in the California State League. Then came AA at Little Rock, Arkansas, in the Texas League, and finally AAA Tulsa, Oklahoma, in the American Association.

         I was placed at St. Petersburg in the Florida State League under the command of chain-smoking hard-ass Roy Majtyka. I remember one day in early spring training, Roy was hitting me fungoes at first and I was flashing my future Gold Glove leather, making all the plays, catching everything to my right, then left, soft, then hard. After about twenty-five minutes of hitting grounders in the Florida heat, an exhausted Roy said, “Okay, that’s enough.” When I told him I wanted more, he just laughed. “Come see me in ten years—it’ll be enough then.” So I guess the manager expected that I’d be sticking around for a while.

         Cuts were always made on a Sunday before Monday’s new payday for the upcoming week. But I really didn’t have to worry about being cut that first spring training because the organization had invested a lot of money in me as a prospect. It meant I had time to develop, which is comforting to a young person who’s away from home for the first time and trying to get his bearings in a highly competitive field. Otherwise, it would have been a very stressful period—you could sense the tension building within most of the players as the numbers whittled down. I’m confident I would have made it—bonus baby or not—but baseball is about rhythm for me, and it would have been much harder to find that rhythm with the extra pressure of making the cut.

         While I relaxed, Mike Vail, my roommate, was convinced that his head was on the chopping block. Poor Mike spent the whole night before final cuts pacing back and forth in our room.

         “I’m toast,” he’d woefully announce every five minutes.

         “You’re not toast. Go to sleep.” I’d seen Mike hit. He had a nice swing, and besides, he was a fourth-round pick by the Cardinals.

         “That’s easy for you to say, Bonus Baby!”

         “You’re right. You’re toast. Now please shut up and go to sleep.”

         Well, that approach didn’t work either, so we both were awake most of the night. But Mike survived the cut, of course, and he and I finished camp with our dreams of one day playing in the major leagues intact.

         
              

         

         One night during that final week of camp, some of us took the bus downtown to watch the major leaguers play. Our games usually coincided, but this was an exception. The lights were on at Al Lang Field, and the Cardinals were playing the Mets. The organization had given us tickets and put us in the peanut gallery. But spring training stadiums are really just minor league parks, and I was excited to see a big-league game this close up.

         We sat down, and there they were—the mighty Cardinals—taking infield and dressed in their home “whites”: Gibson, Brock, Wise, Matty Alou, Ted Simmons, and last year’s batting champ and MVP, Joe Torre. It just made me want to be there on that team and in that uniform: the red birds perched on the yellow bat, my last name printed in an arc above my number on my back.

         It was all so close, I could feel it.

         And yet so far. Within a few days of breaking camp and starting the A ball season, I fractured the ulna in my right forearm. It had been just a routine putout play following a swinging bunt—something I’d done already a million times at camp—but the hard throw from the third baseman sank down toward the churning knees of the runner, who also happened to be about six inches inside the foul line. Crack! The doc put a cast on my arm, and I missed the first 48 games of St. Pete’s 132-game schedule.

         Good grief.

         
            1 Both records have since been eclipsed.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            Pacifica, 1960

         

         Mom and Dad throw Gary and me into the Mercury station wagon and, together, we head up the Pacific Coast Highway to San Francisco. We make this trip twice a month to pick up Dad’s paycheck and then visit my grandparents. Dad drives and we listen to the radio, Mom dialing in Don Sherwood on KSFO. Gary and I laugh as Sherwood does his crooner impersonation between songs.

         On this particular trip, we pick up Dad’s paycheck but don’t go to my grandparents’. Instead, Dad steers along Taraval Street near the Fleishhacker Zoo to Flying Goose Sporting Goods. We aren’t a rich family—Dad often has to make sure he deposits his fireman’s paycheck on the first and fifteenth of each month to be able to cover the mortgage, utilities, and grocery bills—but the Flying Goose will become a regular destination in the future. Dad, a former professional baseball player, will make sure his boys always have the proper equipment.

         Dad is a first-generation American. His parents emigrated from Spain via the Pacific, arriving in San Francisco in 1916. He is proud of his Spanish heritage, frequently gathering Gary and me together and asking, “Now, sons, who are you?”

         “Spaniards, Father!” we say, trying to match his gusto.

         “And where is Spain?” he asks.

         We’ll find the globe in Gary’s room and point to the place Dad has already shown us a million times. “In Europe, Father!”

         “Correct! Don’t forget this!”

         But Dad loves America. “In America,” he says, “you can do anything you want so long as you put your mind to it and work hard enough.” That “thing” for Dad, like for many San Francisco boys growing up during the teens and twenties of the twentieth century (including one named Joe DiMaggio), had been baseball. A standout at Mission High School, John Hernandez broke all kinds of school records, leading his team to a championship game at Seals Stadium, where he hit five doubles, was named MVP, and was christened by the city as the next big star to come out of the Bay Area.

         But Dad’s father, Pa, who spoke no English, never knew much about his son’s baseball accomplishments. While his son played on the ball fields, Pa worked long hours for the Simmons mattress company as an upholsterer. Being European, he did not understand baseball and always chided his son to stop playing silly games and go to work. The only game he ever went to was his son’s championship game at Seals Stadium, and only after seeing that his son was obviously very good and everyone in the crowd was talking about him as the next Joltin’ Joe did Pa seem to care.

         “He had no problem taking an interest then—after I’d done all the hard work,” Dad will sometimes say.

         So Dad had never gotten the support that he is now determined to give Gary and me, his two sons, and an hour after parking the station wagon, he leads us out of the sporting goods store carrying two brand-new wooden bats. On the way home, Dad switches off the radio and says, “Hitting lesson number one, boys: Always have a bat in your hands that you can handle. Never too heavy. Never too light. You should swing the bat, not let the bat swing you.”

         As usual, Dad parks the station wagon on the street in front of our house. There is a two-car garage, but Dad is always creating something in there. He loves working with his hands—woodworking, masonry, or artistic endeavors—so he needs the space for his saws, tools, and workbench. The washer and dryer are in there, too. It’s not a mess, but it’s tight. He’ll squeeze the car inside once he’s finished working for the day.

         Gary and I shuffle out of the car and follow Dad into the garage. The bats are official Little League and much too long and heavy for us. Dad saws the barrel ends down, then secures the bats in a vise and sands them. Finally, he hands each of his two sons a custom-fitted bat.

         Then he takes us outside, closes the garage door, and begins throwing batting practice against it. He throws tennis balls because they are soft and don’t hurt if they hit us. We are so young—just learning this game—and he wants us to be at ease, without fear. He wants us to love baseball.

         We’ll take BP off Dad any day he’s home from work—twice a day in the summertime. Dad works a twenty-four-hour shift at the fire station and then is home for forty-eight hours. He leaves in the morning and is back the next day for breakfast. After a nap, he’s all ours for two days.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         The Florida State League in 1972 was (and still is) a pitcher’s league—the big ballparks and heavy summer air made it more difficult for the hitters to put up high averages or power numbers. Being a Northern California kid, I’d never experienced anything like that tropical swelter, and my uniform would be soaked before the end of the national anthem.

         But I was eighteen and strong, and after missing the first 48 games because of my fractured forearm, I played the remaining 84, hitting .256 with 16 doubles, 5 triples, 5 home runs, and 41 RBI. To me, a guy who had hit well over .400 his entire baseball life, that .256 was a hard pill to swallow; but my teammate Mike Potter, who would play with my brother in Modesto, later told Gary that it was the “hardest hit” .256 he’d ever seen.

         It’s important to note that back then power numbers were not emphasized like in today’s player development. If the coaches and brass felt there was power potential in a kid, they would let it come at its own pace. For me—a player who was not interested in hitting anything but line drives and a .300 batting average—this was extremely helpful. It meant that I could concentrate on my game and not worry about “lifting” the ball over the fences.

         Part of the reason organizations could be so patient with their prospects was because they mainly drafted kids out of high school, and there wasn’t any rush to bring them up. They loved to get a player at the tender age of eighteen and begin teaching him the proper way to play the game. The upside was if the kid progressed naturally, he could be in the bigs in his early twenties. So that gave me time to develop at the plate. As for defense, I was coming along just fine. Some execs, scouts, and coaches claimed that young Keith Hernandez was the best defensive first baseman—at any level—they’d come across in quite some time.

         The biggest adjustment was just playing so much baseball. High school players practice two hours a day and play two games in a week. That all changes when you become a professional: 90 percent of your time is spent playing baseball or traveling for away games.

         And it’s not like the travel is five-star. For the closer Western Division games, we’d bus to the parks in uniform, play the game, and bus back for a shower at our clubhouse. Then we’d sleep in our own beds, report to the clubhouse the next afternoon, and bus back to the same ballpark for game two of the three-game series. For away games to the Eastern Division, we’d stay in “el cheapo” motels. Real fleabag places. One time in Daytona my teammate Mark Gasperino was bitten on the neck by a spider in the middle of the night and had to be rushed to an emergency room. Mark would be okay, but not before his throat swelled to a life-threatening softball size. I didn’t sleep a wink the rest of our stay, but such was life in the minor leagues, where even the budget for such crucial items as baseball bats was tight.1

         But all that was part of the charm of the minor leagues and Florida in the ’70s: lots of baseball and sunshine with little pay and few amenities. Towns like West Palm Beach—now a bustling mass of suburbia—were only small seaside communities yet to be consumed by overcrowded roads, shopping malls, and golf courses. So I enjoyed the bouncing around. Unfortunately, due to my fractured forearm, I missed the southern swing, which included a series against the independent team in Key West—that sleepy little village at the tail end of the country and a remnant of old “Hemingway” Florida.2

         Speaking of old-school, Early Wynn, a Hall of Fame pitcher from the ’40s, ’50s, and early ’60s, was the manager of the Orlando Twins. I went up to him during BP before a game and introduced myself, a young starstruck kid. But Mr. Wynn very coolly shook my hand and walked away, a look of disdain on his face. Instantly, I understood the message: Never talk to the opponent. My father, a former minor league ballplayer, preached the same tough, Depression-era philosophy.

         Oh well…at least I got to shake the hand of a three-hundred-game winner.

         But I didn’t always have such a tough skin that season. That was evident during one twi-night doubleheader when I experienced my first intense razzing. It came from about half a dozen college-aged kids seated a few rows back on the first base side and lasted throughout the first game. Please, God, I thought, don’t have them stay for the second game. But when I walked out of the clubhouse to the field, there they were. Waiting. Stupidly, I challenged them to come over the fence: “I’ll kick all your asses,” I yelled, and of course that was all the encouragement they needed. It got the best of me, and I made two errors in the second game: a towering pop-up that I got in my glove only to drop, and an easy, long pickup at the bag.

         Cue the jerk-offs!

         After the game, manager Roy Majtyka called me into his office, closed the door, and went through his spiel about how razzing is just a part of the game and a player needs to let it roll off his back. I started to respond but instead broke down in tears. And Roy, cigarette in his mouth, leaned forward, put his hand on his forehead, and blurted, “Oh Jesus.” But he calmed me down, and that was the end of it. I guess it’s one of the downsides of dealing with kids right out of high school—they can be tenderfoots—and walking back to the motel, I felt like the world’s biggest wuss.

         I did need a pick-me-up every now and then during the long season, and at some point my high school sweetheart came for a visit. Around four days into her stay, Dad called me and was livid—someone in the organization had tipped him off.

         “Get her on a plane, ASAP!” Dad boomed. “Suppose you get her pregnant! You don’t need the added responsibility of being married at your age and at this stage of your career! I’ve seen careers ruined in the sheets! You need to be focused on making it to the big leagues! What the hell’s wrong with you?”

         But Dad was right—the relationship wasn’t practical, and she eventually made it home. She would meet someone else later that summer, and that was the end of us. It hurt, but I got over it, and I suppose it had to happen.

         Sometime after that, I hit my first professional batting slump, and I didn’t handle it well. Fortunately, I had my brother to lean on. Gary, an all-American first baseman with Cal, had been drafted by the Cardinals in the seventeenth round of the June 1972 draft and sent to Sarasota’s Gulf Coast League in the late summer. We talked on the phone weekly. When I hit my drought at the plate, Gary must have sensed I was down in the dumps, and a few hours after hanging up, when I was warming up in front of our dugout before our game in St. Pete, I heard, “Hey, Keith!”

         “Gary?”

         I couldn’t believe it! My big brother, along with a couple of his teammates, was in the house. We chatted before the game, Gary pumping me full of confidence, and I broke out of the slump that night with a multi-hit/RBI game. Despite needing to return to his apartment and get a good night’s sleep because they only played day games in the Gulf Coast League, he stayed the entire game and came into our clubhouse afterward. Only when he was satisfied that his positive vibes had done the trick did he drive the ninety minutes back to Sarasota.

         Over the course of a long season, you inevitably run into two or three slumps. By slumps, I mean an 8 for 60. That’s, like, fifteen games—or two weeks—of coming to the park and feeling like a monkey humping a football. It’s as if you’d never had a baseball bat in your hands before. I’d call home and say to Dad, “I’m feeling crappy at the plate,” and we’d talk through my at-bats. My father knew my swing better than anyone, and he could decipher what I was doing wrong based on just what I told him: “Sounds like you’re shortening up”; “Keep your hands back”; “Step up in the box to catch that sinker before it breaks.” But sometimes he’d just say, “It sounds like you’re solid, son. Just keep swinging the bat.”

         But it’s hard to be patient in a slump. In that first year, I tended to handle them with anger, and a bad temper only makes it worse. I never broke any watercoolers, but I did slam my share of helmets. What galled me most was when I smoked a BB right at someone for an out. That would send me through the roof. How can I get out of this slump if every time I rip the ball it’s right at the other team? It really does feel like you’re jinxed.

         I remember one home game when I came up to the plate with the bases loaded. It was in the later innings of a tight game, and I hit a bullet at the third baseman. He caught it for the out, and I took a deep breath, seething inside, but Majtyka had been trying to get me to calm down in situations like this. So I walked back to our third base dugout, trying to keep my composure, and just before I reached the first step down into the sunken dugout, my teammate Pat McCray greeted me with a big “Hang in there, Keith.” He meant well, of course, but I snapped—not at him, but at the situation—and I kicked the ground, and dirt splattered into Pat’s face. I was mortified and apologized profusely to Pat, who spent the next few minutes getting the grit out of his eyes.

         It was also unfortunate that some of the brass had witnessed the outburst. Joe Medwick, the Cards’ minor league batting instructor, was in town, along with the general manager of the Los Angeles Dodgers, Al Campanis, who told Medwick how that sort of player would never get to wear a Dodgers uniform.

         The next day, Medwick came up to me and related to me what Campanis had said. “I thought he was being a little hard on you, Keith,” Medwick said. “I told him so, but you’ve gotta quit this tantrum business and remember that the good hitters hit more balls hard right at people than they hit bloopers or bleeders. It’s just part of the game.”

         That was Joe Medwick: a hard-nosed guy who was very honest in his criticisms as well as his praises. He was also chock-full of great baseball stories, and when he was on the road with us, the other players and I would usually find him at the motel pool, soaking in the sun—drink in hand—and he’d start rattling them off.

         Joe “Ducky” Medwick had been a member of the famous 1934 Cardinals, aka the Gashouse Gang, and the last National Leaguer to win the Triple Crown (1937). The man was a legend. One of my favorite stories was when Medwick was famously taken out of the Cardinals’ seventh-game-blowout World Series victory in 1934 in the bottom of the sixth for sliding hard into third base on an RBI triple that increased the Cardinals’ lead to 8–0. The game was played at Detroit’s Navin Field, and some Tigers fans thought the slide had been dirty, or at least unnecessary due to the Cardinals’ big lead.

         “They started throwing all sorts of things at me,” Joe recalled. “Bottles, fruit, and whatever else they had on hand.” It got so bad, he said, that the commissioner, Kenesaw Mountain Landis, removed him from the game for safety reasons. Joe was obviously from a generation that gave little quarter, but he made it out of Detroit in one piece and went on to celebrate the Cards’ world championship unscathed.

         Unfortunately, my first professional season ended in less fanfare: we finished 66–66, a distant fourteen games behind the Western Division champion, the Daytona Beach Dodgers.

         But I was learning a lot about baseball to go along with that humbling .256 average, and even more about myself.

         
            1 We were each asked at the beginning of the season what bat model we liked. “Henry Aaron R43 model, thirty-five inch, thirty-three ounce,” I told them, and the bats came in. Then our owner, Ralph Miller, who couldn’t have made much money on the team, relentlessly gathered all the broken bats over the course of the long season to trade them in to the Louisville Slugger and Adirondack bat companies for discounts on the next season’s bats.

            2 I finally did make it to Key West in 2012. But by then it was overrun with tourists shuttling back and forth from countless cruise ships and rum bars all playing the same five or six Jimmy Buffett tunes. I was on my honeymoon with my second wife, and after a couple days, we’d had enough of “Margaritaville” and pulled anchor.
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