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      Chapter One 
1963–1977

      Big Dreams in Little League

      
         ZIP!

      The time it takes to read that word is the amount of time it takes Randy Johnson’s ninety-seven-mile-per-hour fastball to
         reach home plate. A major league hitter has just over one third of a second to decide where the ball is going and take a swing
         at it.
      

      ZIP!

      The Seattle Mariner Johnson is one of the best pitchers in major league baseball today and one of the hardest-throwing pitchers
         in the history of the game.
      

      Over the last several seasons, he has been almost unbeatable, averaging more than eleven strikeouts per nine innings. He has
         thrown a no-hitter, led his team to baseball’s postseason playoffs, and struck
          out as many as nineteen batters in a single game, a major league record for a left-handed pitcher.
      

      When Randy stands on the mound and glares in at the hitter, his long hair and mustache make him look intimidating. “When I’m
         pitching,” he says, “I’m a warrior.” Yet off the field he is friendly, the father of two small children.
      

      At six feet ten inches tall, Johnson is the tallest person ever to play major league baseball. That’s why he is nicknamed
         “The Big Unit.” Opposing managers sometimes bench their left-handed-hitting batters, rather than have them face Johnson. Many
         batters are afraid to hit against him. A few players even find excuses not to play when Randy is on the mound.
      

      When he winds up and throws the ball, he is so big that he looks as if he is much closer to home plate than other pitchers
         are. In fact, his arms and legs are so long and his windup is so unusual that he actually releases the ball closer to home
         plate and from a different angle than any other pitcher. The ball often looks as if it is going to hit the lefty batter until
         the last instant, when it streaks over the corner of the plate for a strike.
      

      
         But there is a lot more to Randy Johnson than his size and his overpowering fastball. Success didn’t come easily to Randy
         Johnson. A good fastball, even one as fast as Randy Johnson’s, isn’t enough to guarantee that someone can be a winning pitcher
         in the major leagues.
      

      Pitching is more than just throwing the ball fast. Most major league hitters can hit even a hundred-mile-per-hour fastball
         if they anticipate it is coming and it is thrown down the middle of the plate. Even with a good fastball, a pitcher still
         must learn to throw several other pitches, and throw the ball to certain spots where it is difficult to hit.
      

      Yet even that is not enough to ensure success. A pitcher must also learn to stay focused and not get flustered when a batter
         does get a hit or a fielder makes an error. A good pitcher is constantly making adjustments and thinking about the next pitch,
         no matter what happened to the last one. All he cares about is winning the game.
      

      Johnson wasn’t born with the ability to throw one hundred miles an hour. He spent years learning to harness his natural talent
         and throw the ball where he wanted to. Even when he did, he still had to learn
          how to control his own emotions. Only then did he begin to fulfill his potential and become one of the best pitchers in baseball.
      

      Randy was born in Walnut Creek, California, on September 10, 1963, to Carol and Rollen Johnson. In a family that included
         five other children, Randy was the baby.
      

      When Randy was still young, the family moved to nearby Livermore, California, a small city southeast of San Francisco.

      Randy’s father, Rollen, was known as “Bud” to his friends. He was a big, strong man. He stood six feet six inches tall and
         worked as a police officer. All of Randy’s brothers were tall too.
      

      Randy was no exception. He grew quickly, and by the time he entered school, he was one of the tallest children in his class.

      It was difficult for Randy to be so tall. He was also very skinny, and other kids sometimes made fun of him. In an effort
         to become more popular, Randy became the class clown.
      

      While the other kids enjoyed his antics, Randy’s teachers did not. He once told a reporter, “I was in
          the principal’s office a lot because I was kind of loud in the classroom, making jokes and disrupting the class.”
      

      Randy’s parents knew his size was the reason behind his trouble. At home, they were strict with their son. They knew that
         if he was ever going to make something of his life, he would have to learn to control himself.
      

      After school, Randy turned his attention toward sports. Bud had been a good athlete, and he encouraged Randy to play sports
         as much as he wanted. In most sports, size was an asset. Bud knew that playing sports could help Randy build self-confidence
         and learn to become comfortable with himself.
      

      Randy played just about everything. His brothers often let him tag along to the schoolyard and parks. He also rode motocross
         bikes and traveled all around town on his skateboard. For a while, he played tennis almost every chance he had.
      

      Randy soon discovered he was best at basketball and baseball. On the basketball court, Randy could easily shoot the ball over
         smaller players and grab rebounds. And in baseball, his long arms and legs
          enabled him to throw a ball much faster than most boys his age.
      

      Yet Randy’s baseball career nearly ended before it even started. He joined Little League, and after practicing with his team
         a few times, looked forward to their first game. But he misunderstood his coach and arrived at the complex of baseball fields
         late, then couldn’t find his team. He ran back home in tears, certain that he would not be allowed back on the team.
      

      Of course he was. He threw the ball better than anyone else on his team and became a pitcher. Because he was so tall — by
         the age of twelve, he was nearly six feet tall! — and threw the ball so fast, batters were afraid to hit against him. Yet
         although Randy threw hard, he had very little control. He usually didn’t know where the ball was going.
      

      Randy enjoyed pitching. Standing on the mound with the ball in his hand, it felt good when his teammates yelled, “Go get ’em,
         Randy. Strike this guy out!” Then he would rear back and throw the ball as hard as he could. On the baseball diamond, no one
         teased Randy Johnson about his height for long.
      

      
         While growing up, Randy never even thought about playing major league baseball someday. He just wanted to improve because
         playing well made him feel good about himself.
      

      In between games he often practiced pitching at home, throwing a tennis ball against the garage for hours, trying to get the
         ball to go where he wanted it to.
      

      Bud was the first person to realize that his son might have a special talent. One day he noticed that some of the boards on
         the side of the garage were coming loose. He took a closer look and saw that the nails were popping out. Randy was throwing
         the ball so hard that the building was slowly coming apart!
      

      Bud didn’t want his garage to fall down, but he also didn’t want his son to stop practicing a sport that he enjoyed so much.
         So he simply drove the nails back in. After that, he checked the condition of the garage every few weeks, made the necessary
         repairs, and told Randy to keep on throwing.
      

      Bud also told his son that if he kept practicing, he might someday reach the major leagues. Randy was flabbergasted. As he
         remembered later, “No one
          else ever sat me down and said, ‘You’ve got all the potential in the world.’ My dad did that.” He enjoyed playing, but hadn’t
         realized before that he had the talent to play professionally. He began to take baseball a little more seriously.
      

      Now when he threw the ball up against the garage wall, he pretended that he was in the major leagues. He would imagine that
         he heard the public address announcer say, “Now pitching, Randy Johnson!” and the crowd would start cheering. Then a great
         hitter like Reggie Jackson or George Brett would step into the batter’s box.
      

      He often imagined the same game situation. With his team ahead by only a run, Jackson or some other hitter would step up to
         the plate with a chance to win the game with a home run.
      

      Randy would glare in at the imaginary hitter. Then he would slowly wind up and throw at a spot on the garage wall.

      ZIP!

      “Stee-rike three!” the umpire would yell. For an instant, Randy could imagine Jackson taking a big cut, missing the ball completely,
         then storming back toward the dugout as Randy’s teammates ran from
          the dugout and lifted him to their shoulders. He had won the game for them again!
      

      Now Randy knew what he wanted to do with his life. He had a goal.

      He wanted to pitch in the major leagues.

   
      Chapter Two 
1978–1982

      High School Hurler

      
         When Randy entered Livermore High School in the ninth grade, he was well over six feet tall. As a freshman, he played both
         basketball and baseball on the junior varsity teams. Although he was talented in both sports, he wasn’t a big star.
      

      When Randy was in tenth grade, he hoped to play varsity basketball. But the varsity basketball coach had a rule that everyone
         on the team had to be able to run a mile in less than seven minutes. Try as he might, Randy just couldn’t do it. He ran well
         for short periods of time, but he was so tall and gangly, he just didn’t yet have enough stamina to run a mile so quickly.
      

      Despite the fact that he was still growing and had been one of the best players in ninth grade, he was cut from the team.
         At first, Randy was crushed.
      

      
         But instead of getting down on himself, he turned his attention back to baseball. That spring he again tried out for the baseball
         team. Once more he made the junior varsity squad.
      

      Although he threw fast, he still didn’t always know where the ball was going. Nevertheless, he usually pitched well enough
         to win, often striking out ten or eleven batters in a single game.
      

      The opposing team sometimes tried to rattle Randy and make him lose his concentration. They’d call him names that poked fun
         at his height and looks, like “long-necked geek.” Randy tried to ignore their jeers and concentrate on pitching, but once
         in a while he allowed their taunts to get under his skin.
      

      When that happened, Randy got all worked up and tried to throw the ball even harder than normal. Then he usually lost his
         control completely and started walking batter after batter. The coach would remove him from the game.
      

      As he recalled later, as he grew above six feet tall, “I started getting noticed a lot because of my height. I felt like I
         was in a three-ring circus and didn’t know how to handle it.” When Randy would go to
          hang out at the local mall with his friends, he felt like a freak and was certain people were talking about him behind his
         back. “It was hard growing up,” he admits today.
      

      Randy probably didn’t realize it then, but his body was still growing. As it did, it was hard for him to retain his coordination.
         That was part of the reason why he felt so awkward and had a hard time throwing strikes. Like all teenagers, he was also struggling
         to make the transition from childhood to adulthood. Learning to control your emotions is part of that transition.
      

      At the end of his sophomore year Randy was promoted to the varsity baseball team for a big tournament. He pitched well, and
         the other baseball coaches in the East Bay Athletic Conference began to take notice of the big pitcher from Livermore.
      

      In his junior year Randy tried out for the basketball team again, but he still couldn’t run the mile as fast as the coach
         wanted him to. He again turned his attention back to baseball.
      

      The Livermore Cowboys had a new baseball coach, Eric Hoff. Hoff had heard all about Johnson
          from other coaches in the league and was excited at the prospect of having him as a pitcher on the team.
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