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For my wife, Laurie, and my children, Hayley and Dylan, and the rest of my family and friends for their continued support through the good swings and bad swings and many ups and downs of my career. And to the late James W. Kittle, my father, for never letting me forget where I came from and how hard I had to work to just be a little above average. And to the wonderful people I have met through my years in baseball—they will never be forgotten.

—R.K.

Some of the best times in my 40-plus years covering Chicago sports were spent on the South Side, trying to figure out what the White Sox were up—or down—to. I’m glad that Jerry Reinsdorf and Eddie Einhorn kept alive the unbroken tradition of American League baseball in this toddlin’ town. Thanks to Nancy Faust, who made Sox fans bellow “Yes! Yes!” to “Na, Na” with her marvelous music, and to Roland Hemond and Bob Grim, a couple of all-around good guys.

—B.L.


FOREWORD


Note: Roland Hemond long ago proved the exception to Leo Durocher’s adage “Nice guys finish last.” Hemond is one of baseball’s certified Good Guys and sharpest minds. He was general manager of the Chicago White Sox in 1983 and deserves much of the credit for building a team that confounded the experts when it won and had fun, all in the same season.

Fun really was the signature of the 1983 White Sox. They got together on the road, not just to talk baseball, but to have some laughs. Jerry Koosman was a major factor in keeping everybody loose. So was Greg Luzinski, with his dry sense of humor. Marc Hill was the resident clubhouse prankster, ably assisted by Tom Paciorek and Dennis Lamp. The quiet guys, like Harold Baines and Vance Law, didn’t add much to the frivolity, but they shared the enjoyment with a club where everybody got along, including Manager Tony La Russa and his outstanding coaches.

Ron Kittle was one of the best at having fun, especially for a rookie. He looked like he’d been around forever, even though ’83 was his first full year in the majors. Ron’s refreshing personality and ability to deliver big hits in the clutch played a huge role in the way the White Sox were able to shake off a slow start and come on strong to win their division by 20 games.

Most fans still are unaware of what Kittle went through to make his big-league dream come true. He showed me real courage and perseverance in overcoming spinal surgery and other injuries to earn a second chance with the White Sox, after being told he’d never play baseball again. For me, the biggest thrill of the 1983 All-Star game was the fabulous standing ovation Ron got from that jam-packed Comiskey Park crowd. I’m pleased that Ron Kittle and Bob Logan, one of Chicago’s most respected sportswriters, have combined to tell this story of a player and a team that wouldn’t quit.

—ROLAND HEMOND


PREFACE


On the morning of October 2, 1982, I was a sleepy Chicago Tribune sportswriter, starting an unusual day in the inflated gasbag known to Minneapolis fans as the Hubert H. Humphrey Metrodome. Bears coach Mike Ditka later hung a better label on this sorry excuse for a big-league stadium—the Rollerdome.

The White Sox had been sentenced to play the Twins in a rare morning baseball game there, because Illinois and Minnesota were to renew their Big Ten football rivalry that evening on the same turf.

Little did I suspect that a memorable moment in Chicago sports history would enliven the otherwise forgettable Sox-Twins clash. A Sox rookie named Ron Kittle launched his first big-league homer off Twins’ ace Frank Viola. I don’t even remember who won the game, but before long, this intriguing newcomer led first the South Side and then all of Chicago toward an electric, if totally unexpected, ride to a spot fans hadn’t glimpsed for years—the winner’s circle.

Kittle’s ability to blend baseball-bashing power with charismatic charm soon took the Windy City by storm. He emerged as a notable, quotable member of the 1983 Sox team that splashed the words “Winnin’ Ugly” across our sports pages in bold headlines. The youngster from Northwest Indiana became an overnight sensation, joshing about his towering homers atop Comiskey Park’s roof with a brand of self-deprecating humor, soon dubbed “Kittleisms,” that made him a media and fan favorite.

Along with everybody else, except opposing pitchers, I savored Kitty’s meteoric rise to stardom, because he had fun playing baseball and made it equally enjoyable to watch and write about. Not until now, when Ron asked me to help tell tales from his remarkable career in this book, did I begin to understand the price he paid for fame. It’s an American success story that I believe should be read by every boy or girl with a dream.

—BOB LOGAN
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HARD ROAD



TO THE TOP


It Takes Iron Will, Plus Skill

ALL IN THE FAMILY


It’s true I always thought I could do better if I worked a little harder. That unquenchable spirit, if that’s what you want to call it, came from my Dad, James “Slim” Kittle. He pushed himself to the limit every day on the job until he was as hard as the iron and steel he worked with. With him, there were no excuses. The way he brought all of us kids up, there was no chance I could accept failure. I think I did it more for him than for myself, but I was not going to let an injury stand in my way.

NO SOFT TOUCHES


It never occurred to me to raise my hand to my dad, even though all of us kids got some severe whippings when we were younger. Nowadays, it probably would be considered child abuse. Finally, when I was a senior in high school, I wrecked his car accidentally, and I thought he was going to backhand me or punch me. I grabbed his hand, because I wasn’t going to let that happen anymore. I want to make it clear that my dad was not a bad man. We respected him, and he wanted us to be disciplined kids.

Work was the first priority for the Kittles, but I found time to play baseball, football and basketball, ride my bike and do the things most kids did in that much more innocent world I grew up in. But while my friends were hanging out on Miller Beach by the Indiana Dunes, having summer fun, I was running sprints with my Gary Wirt High School teammate, Jack Sauer. He won our first races by 10 yards, but I kept coming, and before long, I was beating him. That’s the way it was done in our family, no matter what the job was—do it right and get it done.

I’D PAY TO
PLAY


Playing any game, especially baseball, was more important to me than anything else. I played them all in season at Gary Wirt, winning letters in baseball, football and basketball. Working with my Dad in the iron and steel business also was very satisfying. I had no interest in going to college or opening another textbook. But I knew I could always make a good living as an ironworker. Every day was a different challenge, constructing a wall, changing girders or tearing out old railroad tracks. I’d cut up three-foot sections of track, do a couple arm curls and toss them into a dumpster. It was like getting paid for going to the health club. Whether it was tearing down old buildings or replacing sheet metal, I didn’t look on it as a chore. Like hitting a baseball, it was fun.

When I went to a Catholic grade school, I was sort of the class cutup. The nuns would make me clean erasers, and when they found some of my artwork on the wall, like “shithead” written in chalk dust, they knew who to blame. I’d come home with marks on my butt from getting whacked by the canes the nuns used to clean behind the refrigerators.

LET’S MAKE A DEAL


Dad wanted me to go to Andrean, a Catholic high school, but they had a rule against freshmen playing on varsity teams. He drove me back to the school and told the principal “I’ll buy the whole team new uniforms if you let my son try out. If he doesn’t make it, no problem.” He said no, so I ended up going to Gary Wirt. As luck would have it, Andrean was our first opponent the next spring. My first at-bat, I got brushed back by their star pitcher, but the next one he threw, I hit over the stands for a three-run homer. My friends and my Wirt baseball coach, Jerry Troxel, were excited I was coming back to public school. I just wanted to play.

FRIENDS AND FANS


“Ron’s the same person he was in school, when nobody thought he’d be a star,” said Mike Tebout, a former Gary Wirt High School and Little League teammate of Ron Kittle. “At first, we figured the closest he’d get to the White Sox was sitting in the stands with me and the other guys. Being an ironworker like his dad seemed to be a good way to make a living then. But things went so easy for him in baseball, you could see his confidence growing every year.”

And so did Kittle’s dream of making it to the top. His Gary Wirt baseball coach, Jerry Troxel, another lifelong friend, enjoys the way his former freshman phenom learned to take success in stride.

“Ron took the time to talk with our players, help out with our baseball clinics and generally encourage young people to raise their sights,” Troxel said. “He can do that and still relate to them, because he has the same carefree attitude that made him fun to be around when he was a student. He’s the same no-frills Ron Kittle with the White Sox that he was here.”

FATHER KNOWS BEST


My Dad bought me my first baseball glove and Converse spikes. I still have that Franklin fielder’s glove. I was very proud of wearing my first uniform and walking half a mile in it to the Little League park. In one of those games, I hit five home runs and just missed a sixth one. Dad still yelled at me after that game, because a friend of mine hit a grounder to me at shortstop and I double-pumped the throw, so he was safe at first. When we got home, Dad said, “Don’t ever forget, when the game starts, you have no friends. Throw the sunuvabitch out.” I also got no dinner that night, but Mom later slipped me a hot dog.

[image: image]

Even before signing my first pro contract, I had an interest in teaching and coaching. Members of my 1975 Miller girls softball team included Laura Cooke (top, left), whom I married, and her sisters, Cathy (top, 3rd from left) and Alane (bottom, right).

Baseball was my favorite, right from the start. I picked up a Mickey Mantle model bat when it was bigger than me. Construction workers built a beautiful Senior League ballpark for the older kids across the street from my house, so I used to go in the woods beyond the fence and find baseballs to practice with.

Later, I’d sit in that park with my team, waiting for a pickup game. If we didn’t play, I went home mad.

PAIR OF ACES


In high school, two baseball coaches gave my career a big boost. One of them was Jerry Troxel at Gary Wirt. The other was Ken Schreiber, the legendary La Porte coach for 38 years, from 1960 to ’98. Ken’s teams won seven Indiana state titles and the 1987 national prep championship. Their friendship and advice are as valuable as ever in our frequent get-togethers. Teachers like these two good men help kids want to head in the right direction with their life choices. They certainly did for me.

NO EASY WAY


“Ron Kittle came from the era I appreciated,” said Ken Schreiber, La Porte High School’s long-time baseball coach. “Ron was making a living at the steel mills, but his father made sure he got off work to attend a tryout camp in La Porte when I was an area scout for the Dodgers. Players were getting $400 a month in the minors then, and Ron made $750 a week on his job—big money in the 1970s. But he wanted to play baseball, and he had the ability and the guts to get to the top.

“When I started coaching at La Porte, playing ball was considered a privilege by high school kids, and you could discipline them. Then the pros started getting away with steroids, drugs, alcohol and even murder, and it slithered down through the colleges to our kids. They watched on TV and emulated what they saw. The young people still want to excel. It’s adult society that tells them to go for the shortcuts, instead of earning their rewards. Now, parents want to sue the teacher, the preacher, everybody who’s trying to help their kids learn that the easy way is really the hard way.”

PLAYING TO WIN


Jerry Troxel was an outstanding coach, but Ken Schreiber had a way of blending instruction and discipline that worked. He didn’t have better players at La Porte than other schools did. They just played so well together. It’s more fun to win that way. One time I saw La Porte win a game on a suicide squeeze bunt, and my dad said, “That’s the way to play baseball.”

TALENT AND HUNGER


“Ron Kittle was head and shoulders above the other players in high school, but he analyzed everything, looking for ways to improve,” said Jerry Troxel, the young slugger’s coach at Gary Wirt. “I always thought he had a shot at the majors, so I tried to showcase him for scouts. There were two kids in Northwest Indiana with that kind of potential—Kittle and Lloyd McClendon from Gary Roosevelt, who played for the Cubs and now is Pittsburgh’s manager.

“In 1975, we played in the Plymouth, Indiana, tournament and Ron hit five homers in one day. He had the most powerful swing I’d ever seen, hitting the ball out of sight. Bill Nixon, the Plymouth coach, had Scott Skiles (now the Chicago Bulls coach) and a lot of other hotshots on his team, so he thought they’d run us back to Gary. When Kittle won the MVP award, Bill threw the trophy at him, and it broke. We all laughed about it, but Nixon gave Ron the missing part of the trophy years later, and it’s still in Gary Wirt’s athletic trophy case.”

THE OTHER RON KITTLE


Only Kittle’s close friends know this side of the slugger. His media image of a wisecracking slugger worked, so few people saw the other side of this complex, emotional man.

Letting true feelings hang out was not the way it was done in the Kittle family. Slim Kittle taught his six kids to tough it out and face whatever life threw at them. Ron Kittle learned those lessons the hard way. He fought through a long list of injuries to play 10 years in the big leagues.

But there was another side to this hard-driving athlete. Despite the stiff price he paid for success, Kittle found time to listen to other people’s concerns and extend a helping hand. His feud with surly superstar Barry Bonds is an example. Even before Kittle’s playing career ended, he founded Indiana Sports Charities to supply hope and help for kids in area hospitals.

Ron asks players in all sports to sign balls, caps, jerseys and equipment for auctions at his annual golf outing, with all the money going for kids’ care.

Bonds refused to sign, and his confrontation with Kittle is a revealing tale.

BONDS STRIKES OUT


One man in baseball I do not consider a friend is Barry Bonds. In 1993, I bought a couple of his game-worn road jerseys, with San Francisco on the front and his name and number 25 on the back. I paid about $110 of my own money for them, so they could be auctioned off at the golf outing. I did that all the time for stars like Mark McGwire, Sammy Sosa, Derek Jeter and Roger Clemens. When I tell them how their autographs help the cause, every player gladly signs—with one exception.

I walked up to Bonds at his locker in the Wrigley Field visitors’ clubhouse, introduced myself and said, “Barry, if you sign these, they’ll bring in a lot of money for kids who need help.”

Bonds stood up, looked me in the eye and said, “I don’t sign for white people.” If lightning hits me today, I will swear those were his exact words. Matt Williams and other Giants were in the room and they heard what Bonds said. I stood there for a minute, and the veins in my neck were popping. I’ve only been that mad a few times in my life. I was going to beat the shit out of him, really kick his ass, but Williams saw what was happening, so he came over and got between us. Matt said, “Ron, that’s just the way he is.”

I said, “White guys aren’t the only ones who get cancer,” but Bonds just turned his back on me and walked out of the clubhouse. Somebody must have run in and alerted Dusty Baker, who was the manager of the Giants then. So Dusty came out of his office, put his arm around me, gave me a big old hug and said, “Aw, Kitty, he’s just got that shitty attitude again.” Dusty gave me an autographed team ball for the auction, but I never got the Bonds jerseys signed. Later, I gave one of them to Scott Paulson, the Wilson sporting goods representative, and shredded the other one. But that day, I drove home from Wrigley Field at about 150 miles an hour and sat there, fuming.

I’ll never forget what that man said. So if Barry Bonds is looking for a breath of fresh air to live and I’m the one who has to give it to him, unfortunately, the man will die. I just don’t like guys like that.

TIME TO GO PRO


After I graduated from high school, I was working hard every day, building up my strength and still thinking about getting a chance to play ball somewhere. I came home one day, sat on the porch to clean the mud off my boots and just happened to look down. There’s this little scrap of paper on the floor, from the Gary Post-Tribune sports section. I saw a headline about Los Angeles Dodgers scouts in town for a weekend open tryout. I was planning to work a full shift on Saturday to make doubletime pay, $14 an hour. Dad said, “I’ll take care of you for those hours,” so I went to La Porte for the tryout.

They asked me what position I played and I said, “What do you want me to play?” That same day, John Candelaria of the Pirates pitched a no-hitter against the Dodgers. After they saw me hit some balls over the fence, I heard one of the LA scouts, Glen Van Proyen, say, “I’m glad this kid showed up. There won’t be any no-hitters when he’s in our lineup.” So they offered me $5,000 to sign a contract and I said, “I’ll take it.” Right away, Dad poked me on the arm. He wanted me to hold out for $10,000, but I would have signed for nothing. I wanted to get going on my dream of being a big-leaguer. When the dream came true, six hard, painful years later, it was right in my backyard, Chicago, instead of Los Angeles.

PLAYING DODGE(R) BALL


Ken Schreiber, then the La Porte Slicers baseball coach, hosted the tryout that opened the door for Ron Kittle’s trip to the big leagues. It wasn’t a nonstop limousine ride. The Los Angeles Dodgers signed Kittle to his first pro contract on July 5, 1977, and released him a year later after deciding that a severe neck injury would end his career. They were wrong, as the Indiana friends and neighbors who knew Kittle’s determination could have told them.
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Veteran Dodgers catcher John Roseboro tutors me on the hitting zone.

“A lot of hopeful kids showed up on our field that day,” Schreiber recalled. “Only three of them got another look from Dale McReynolds and Glen Van Proyen, the Dodger scouts. When it ended, Dale asked me to set up a pitching machine to watch Kittle and two guys from St. Joseph, Michigan, swing the bat.

“When Ron took his cuts, they said, ‘This kid hits the shit out of the ball, but where can we send him to play? It’s already midseason for our farm teams.’ Ron told me they offered him $5,000 to sign a contract, go home and wait until next spring, but he wanted to get started right away. It had to be one of the all-time bargains, especially if the Dodgers hadn’t given up on him so quick.”

FAST DISASTER


Everybody at the factory where I was an apprentice ironworker for Local 395, knew I played baseball.

When my dad said, “Don’t let this boy get hurt,” they looked after me like I was their own son. It was remarkable—they were more scared of him than anything on the job, but they taught me and trained me how to avoid accidents. Looking back, it was kind of funny how safe I was around all those iron fences and molten steel, and yet, I got hurt the first time I played in a pro baseball game.

I signed whatever the Dodgers put in front of me and caught a plane for their gigantic training base in Vero Beach, Florida. No other players were there, so the clubhouse man said, “You must be a rookie.”

The place was humongous, like a steel mill behind huge fences. Walking around that whole new world at 4 a.m., with signs reading Koufax Lane and Drysdale Lane, I was in awe. But it wasn’t until the next spring that the Dodgers sent me to Clinton, Iowa, in the Midwest League. I wound up eating Easter dinner alone at Kentucky Fried Chicken, squeezing into the last seat open in the place. When I tell that story, everybody remembers their first holiday away from home, missing Mom’s cooking and the family at the table.

I don’t remember many details of that first game and the collision at the plate that almost made me an ex-player, or even worse, an invalid. All I knew then was that my right arm was numb and I couldn’t take a full swing at bat. It was a broken neck, but I tried to keep playing at Clinton and Lethbridge, Ontario, until the pain got so bad, I had to start seeing doctors. The Dodgers paid the bills for neck surgery in 1978, but they figured I was through, so they cut me loose. The word was out that I couldn’t play anymore.


2

MINOR LEAGUES,

MAJOR DREAMS


From a Broken Neck to 90 Homers

in Two Seasons

NO GATOR AID


I wasn’t exactly a barrel of laughs after finding out that I broke my neck in that first pro game. I never feared anything, except the uncertainty and the dread of thinking that my body wouldn’t let me do what my mind knew I could on a baseball field. It didn’t help when doctors examined me, frowned at my neck X-rays and predicted that anything more athletic than crossing the street was out of the question for me. All Dad and I cared about was getting me back into playing shape. I had a broken neck, but he insisted it was nothing more than a sore arm.

So I went to 1978 spring training with the Dodgers, played the outfield and did what sandlot players do. When somebody hit a homer, I climbed over the low fence to retrieve the baseball. A coach trotted out and said, “Hey, kid, we don’t go after balls beyond that fence. It’s a swamp, with lots of alligators looking for their lunch.”

[image: image]

Four young Dodgers hopefuls at our Florida spring training base in 1978 (left to right): Dan Henry, me, Tim Roche and Mike Scioscia. Only Scioscia and I made it to the majors.

Ending up as a gator’s entree was about the only bad thing that didn’t happen to me that spring. I had little mobility, my neck hurt and all of a sudden, there was no roster spot for me. Jim Lefebvre, later the Cubs manager, was in the LA organization then, and he encouraged me to go rehab at Dodger Stadium.

But I got released soon after, at the lowest point of my life, loaded with mental and physical pain. I didn’t want to talk to anyone, so I went home and got a job with American Bridge Co., pulling metal sheets 200 feet by rope. In two months, I was all muscle again. And baseball was still on my mind.

AHEPA GOOD NEWS


Thankfully, a man named Dean Stravakas called me up and said, “Come and play summer ball for the AHEPA team I manage. It’s a Greek team without any Greek players on it.” AHEPA? It stands for American Hellenic Educational and Progressive Assn., but for me, it’s spelled G-O-D-S-E-N-D. One game with them, I came up with a Bill Madlock M110 black bat and hit the longest homer I remember.

The bat broke, but the ball must have traveled 500 feet onto the I-294 expressway. One immediate reaction I heard was that Roland Hemond and Billy Pierce, the great little White Sox lefty, were driving by, saw the ball bouncing on the road and arranged a Comiskey Park tryout for me. More likely, it happened because a businessman and baseball fan named Cecil Messer, who had dealings with Pierce’s envelope company in Chicago, told him about me. I like the monster homer version more, but however it happened, I’ll always be grateful to Stravakas, who told me, “Ron, your story is better than that Rudy guy at Notre Dame. He only played a few seconds, but look what you did with the White Sox.”

BILLY THE (GOOD) KID


Billy Pierce, one of the classiest, as well as one of the best, pitchers ever to wear a White Sox uniform, is still a Chicago civic asset, long after he retired from baseball. The stylish southpaw won 186 games for them, then stuck around to run a successful business and get involved in many charitable and youth programs. Pierce now serves on the board of directors for Ron Kittle’s Indiana Sports Charities. He’s a close friend of long-time Sox front-office icon Roland Hemond.

“Cecil Messer called in 1978 to tell me about this kid named Kittle,” Pierce said. “He had been signed by the Dodgers and got a lot of bad breaks, but Cecil thought I should see the way he was hitting homers on the AHEPA team my son (Bill Jr.) used to play for. I had lunch with Ron and I was impressed by his sincerity. He didn’t strike me as a hot dog at all.”

So Pierce telephoned Hemond. Kittle was topic A of that conversation.

“Billy knew I was aware he would check out a player before recommending him to the White Sox,” Hemond said. “He loves this team and he’ll help us any way he can. He sure did when he said ‘Roland, there’s a kid playing ball out here in the Chicago suburbs I think you should take a gander at.’ AHEPA’s season was over, so I arranged for Kittle to come to Comiskey Park and let our people look him over.”

THE COMEBACK KID


I went right from work to the ballpark, dirty, sweaty and tired, when the White Sox told me about the tryout on September 4, just two months after the Dodgers wrote me off. They gave me uniform pants and a beat-up Sox hat. Iron flecks were caked on the only pair of glasses I had. After a few throws in the outfield, I said “I’m loose,” grabbed a Bill Naharodny bat, and they put veteran right-hander Bruce Dal Canton on the mound to see what I could do with big-league pitching. His first one was right down the middle. I swung and missed it by 10 feet. The White Sox reserves, waiting their turn to hit, could have said, “Get this big lug outa here,” but I guess they had been in my spot before. So they stood quietly around the batting cage while I dribbled the next few pitches on the ground.
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