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What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the Baseball Fan’s Soul . . . 


“Any book that has baseball and Lasorda has got to be great!” 


Bobby Valentine 
manager, New York Mets 


“From the neighborhood dugouts to Yankee Stadium, the stories in Chicken Soup for the Baseball Fan’s Soul capture the All-American sport on every level. The memories these writers have chosen to share make time stand still.”


Dave Dravecky 
former San Francisco Giants pitcher
 and president, Outreach of Hope 


“These colorful and heartwarming tales elevate baseball’s place in our hearts and solidify it as our national pastime.”


Mike Conte 
head baseball coach 
California University of Pennsylvania 


“Chicken Soup for the Baseball Fan’s Soul reminded me that this game has so many similarities to business. I have no doubt baseball’s lessons about teamwork, practice, and hard work have helped me throughout my business career. As a catcher, I also had to deal with plenty of pitchers with unique personalities and temperaments. This experience is invaluable in business relationships today.”


Rick Rayson 
managing partner
 Arizona practice, Deloitte & Touche LLP 
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Sparky Anderson 
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Orel Hershiser 
baseball veteran and author of the bestseller, Between the 
Lines: Nine Principles to Live By 


“This book provides insight into the life lessons that can be learned from competing in the great game of baseball. Reading Chicken Soup for the Baseball Fan’s Soul will revitalize old memories and create new excitement for baseball players and fans.”


Jeff Weins 
athletic director, Reynolds High School 


“The inspirational memories created by the family of baseball’s past and present have been captured in Chicken Soup for the Baseball Fan’s Soul. May the passion and power of this book bless and inspire.”


Jack and Mary Cain 
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“Reading Chicken Soup for the Baseball Fan’s Soul is like spending time with good friends.”
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Introduction 


For millions of fans worldwide, baseball is much more than a sport. It is a filter, a backdrop, a canvas against and through which we experience and live our lives. Nowhere is this more evident than in the movies. No sport has had more movies (or books for that matter) produced about it. More interesting though are the type of movies that rate as the classics of the sport. Movies like Field of Dreams, The Natural, Bull Durham, A League of Their Own, For Love of the Game, and for you vintage film buffs, The Pride of the Yankees (in which Babe Ruth has a cameo), are included in almost any Baseball Top Ten List out there. These movies celebrate all that is good about baseball, along with some of the bad for contrast. They portray baseball as a search for meaning, as a sport for the everyman, as a mirror of how we evolve as a culture, as the continual struggle to overcome, as a place where relationships are forged and as an experience that forms the strongest of character traits. They portray baseball as something more than just the American pastime. They portray it as something more like the game of life. This is what inspired us to begin work on Chicken Soup for the Baseball Fan’s Soul.


The stories in this book celebrate the full spectrum of the baseball experience. From George Brett’s valiant end-of-season pursuit of his milestone three thousandth hit to an unknown high school baseball coach making his first major-league pitching start—eighteen years after being drafted; from the exuberant innocence of a T-baller’s first game to a sportswriter’s self-described perfect-game-journey back from the depths of cynicism; from a celebration of the bigger-than-life legend of Babe Ruth to the story of the birth and life of the world’s most losing player, Charlie Brown; from a Little Leaguer’s first hilarious, unconventional inside-the-park home run to the unexpected pre- and post-catch adventures of the man snagging Mark McGwire’s seventieth round-tripper; and from the story of a mother who remembers the transitional stages in her son’s life through their shared baseball experiences to the father and son engaged in that timeless, never-ending, full-circle experience called having a catch.


These stories will inspire you, make you laugh out loud, bring a tear to your eye and perhaps cause you to reflect on the things that really matter in life. Within these stories you will find many of the finer qualities of the human spirit. You will find courage, strength, passion, persistence, integrity, love, compassion and a whole host of others. And you will find them not just in the superstars of the game, but in the unsung bit players and everyday heroes that make up the soul of the game. Because what we found as we neared the completion of this heartfelt project is that baseball is indeed more than a game. Or, as Annie Savoy, the self-proclaimed “high priestess of the church of baseball” from the movie Bull Durham might have said, “Baseball isn’t a sport; it’s a religion.”






1 
FOR LOVE OF 
THE GAME 


This field, this game, is a part of our past. It reminds us of all that was good and could be good again.


James Earl Jones 
as Terrance Mann, in 
Field of Dreams 






No Crying in Baseball 


Had the pitcher noticed my right foot twitching nervously on the bag he would have easily surmised my criminal intent. Sweat soaked the upper portion of my uniform, the back of which proclaimed the virtues of Brown’s Hardware. Two batters had come and gone, fastball victims now reposing in the statistical morgue of the official scorekeeper. But still I remained anchored after my lead-off single.


So long had I been on first base that it had become like a second home to me. I was getting mail there. Social Security checks would be arriving soon. Yet no sign from Mr. Barclay in the third-base coach’s box. Second base, the promised land, was sixty feet away, but I may as well have been standing on Alcatraz.


Maybe it was the heat. It must have been ninety-five degrees that day and the sweltering valley sun surely extracted all reason from my brain. Perhaps it was boredom. A fellow can go stir crazy waiting around for a jailbreak. It might have been a rare polar event as the magnetic pull between myself and that square-shaped flour sack could not have been stronger. Does it really matter why? Looking back, I see I had no choice. I was as helpless as a sailor succumbing to the call of the Sirens.


History records that on the first pitch to the inning’s fourth batter, as the baseball hit the center of the catcher’s glove, the sound of horsehide kissing cowhide conspired to simulate a starter’s pistol. At least this is how I remember it. I do know it was an electrifying sound that startled me into action. Never mind that I had gotten a late jump. Never mind I had no plan. I bolted for my destination like a turkey being chased on Thanksgiving.


Surely the well-known fact that I was the league’s slowest runner would only shock and fluster the catcher into stupefying inaction. Surely as my quest was noble and my heart was true the ball would sail over the shortstop’s reach into center field. Surely I had not counted on a quick release and the straight throw that was awaiting me as I reached the midway point of my incredible journey.


My eyes grew wide. I had not considered this possibility. I was about to feel the sting of baseball mortality. In an instant I experienced the entire spectrum of Dr. Kübler-Ross’s five stages of death: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and, finally, acceptance. As I strolled into second with the force of a train half an hour after the coal is depleted, I felt a dysfunctional obligation to slide, though it was merely a formality. Denial had decided to step back into the box and take some extra cuts.


To my discredit and lasting embarrassment, I tried a last-minute trick slide, which led me to dance out of the base path and into shallow centerfield where, from my opponent’s flank, I then threw my body at the base in a final desperate, twisted, flailing motion that nearly inspired spectators to throw a telethon on my behalf.


The umpire was generous. He could have made one of those huge arm-motion calls that looks like a pitcher winding up and throwing the ball straight into the ground with raw, brutal force. For indeed, I had been shot down from Austin to Dallas and deserved as much. Instead, he looked at me with compassion, clenched his meaty fist gently and muttered, “Yer out, Son.”


The shame of it all. Oh, the humanity! I laid on my back wondering, What should I do now? If a game show had somehow magically broken out right there on the diamond, the final Jeopardy question would have been, “What is get up, dust yourself off and look as good as you can jogging back to the dugout?” Instead I panicked and chose a regrettable course.


I started crying.


I had been found guilty of hubris and was sentenced to the spectacle of public humiliation. If tears could have melted me as the bucket of water did Margaret Hamilton in The Wizard of Oz, I would have been grateful for the escape. 


Instead, I was led off the field by Mr. Barclay, bawling my eyes out. But, hey, I was ten years old that day. Nobody had ever warned me about the taboo I had broken, nor the cardinal rule I would be encouraged to follow the rest of my days.


My moment of searing clarity came, as so many universal moments do, in the movies. The film was A League of Their Own, the true story of the women’s baseball league that entertained Americans during World War II. In one scene, a blond young woman had just made an egregious fielding error. Approaching the dugout after the inning, her manager, played by Tom Hanks, gave her a scathing earful of advice on the merits of hitting the cutoff girl. In an instant, she was reduced to tears. Hanks was stunned. He, a veteran manager and grizzled former major leaguer, had, apparently, never witnessed such an event on a ball field. 


“Are you crying?” he inquired, dumbfounded. “There’s no crying. There’s no crying in baseball!”


No crying in baseball?


Sez who? Tom Hanks? My dad? Mr. Barclay? I want to know. Who fed us this line of propaganda?


Baseball not only brings out, but encourages, the humanity in us. The game is a festival of emotional excess. When so much in life tells us to keep our feelings close to the vest, baseball has always been a signed permission slip to let go of whatever needs releasing. You name it, baseball invites it. Joy, pity, anger, regret, envy, jubilation, despair, euphoria, amazement, hatred, respect, laughter—all these emotions are played out on the field and in the stands, inning after inning, game after game, season after season.


And crying.


Sometimes when I go back to my hometown, I retrace those ill-fated steps taken on the diamond of my youth. I remember a ten-year-old boy in a baseball uniform. Maybe he wasn’t looking for that extra base. Maybe his mind was really on home—the warmth, the safety—and he just couldn’t wait to get there. Maybe he just wanted someone to say, “Well done . . . well done, good and faithful Little Leaguer.”


I think about him laying there in the dust as I stand at the exact spot some thirty-five years later. I want to reach down and tell him everything will be okay, that one day he will be safe at home, that there will be no more tears, no more embarrassing moments, and I know the way if only he will follow. But the years are a one-way mirror. I can see him, but he cannot communicate with me. So he’s going to have to learn his lessons through trials of fire and journeys of joy.


How clearly I see him wiping the dirt from his uniform, preparing for that looooonnngg walk back to the dugout. There is so much life, so much joy, so many tears before him. And despite all the well-intentioned advice and sound training I have received through the years, when I picture him walking back from second base with that affected limp, I cry.


Michael O’Connor 






Batter Up, Dad 


My father was an avid baseball fan. I grew up in New York City and was able to see the greats play at the Polo Grounds, Ebbets Field and Yankee Stadium. Many a Saturday was spent with my dad cheering on our favorite team. As much as I loved the game of baseball, alas, I was born female at a time when girls watched more than they played. Whenever he could, Dad took me out to the park where the neighborhood Little League played and pitched balls for me to hit. We played together for hours, and baseball became a big part of my life.


One day at the park, a woman pushing a young boy in a wheelchair stopped to watch us play. My dad was over to them in a flash to ask if the child could join our game. The woman explained that the boy was her son and that he had polio and wouldn’t be able to get out of the chair. That didn’t stop my dad. He placed the bat in the youngster’s hand, pushed him out to home plate and assisted him in holding the bat. Then he yelled out to me on the mound, “Anne, pitch one in to us.”


I was nervous that I might hit the child but could see the delight in the boy’s eyes, so I aimed at the bat and let the ball fly. The ball made contact with the bat with an assist from my dad and the child screamed with joy. The ball flew over my head and headed for right field. I ran to catch up with it and, as I turned, I heard my dad singing “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” while he pushed the wheelchair around the bases. The mother clapped and the boy begged to be allowed to continue the game.


An hour later we all left the field, very tired but very happy. The boy’s mother had tears in her eyes when she thanked my father for making it such a special day for her son. Dad smiled that wonderful grin that I loved so much and told the mother to bring the boy back next Saturday and we would play another game.


Dad and I were at the field the next Saturday but the mother and son never came. I felt sad and wondered what had happened to change their mind about joining us. Dad and I played many more games of baseball but never saw the two again.


Twenty years passed and my beloved father died at the tender age of fifty-nine. With my dad gone, things changed so much that the family decided to move to Long Island. I had very mixed emotions about leaving the neighborhood where I had grown up.


I decided to take one last walk around the park where Dad and I had spent so many happy moments. I stopped at the baseball field where we played our Saturday games. Two Little League teams were on the field just about to start a game. I sat down to watch for awhile. I felt the sting of tears in my eyes as I watched the children play the game that I loved. I missed my dad so much.


“Jeff, protect your base,” one coach yelled. I cheered the runner on when the ball was hit far into the outfield. One coach turned and smiled and said, “The kids sure love a rooting section, Miss.” He continued, “I never thought I’d ever be a coach playing on this field. You see, I had polio as a child and was confined to a wheelchair. One day my mother pushed me to the park and a man was playing baseball with his daughter. He stopped when he saw us watching and asked my mother if I could join them in their game. He helped me to hold the bat and his daughter pitched to me. I was able to hit the ball with the man’s assistance and he ran me around the bases in my wheelchair singing the song ‘Take Me Out to the Ball Game.’ I went home happier that night than I had been in years. I believe that experience gave me the desire to walk again. We moved to New Jersey the next day—that’s why my mother had taken me to the park, so I could say good-bye to my friends. I never forgot that man and his daughter or that day. I dreamed about running around the bases on my own two feet and the dream, with a lot of hard work, came true. I moved back here last year, and I’ve been coaching Little League since then. I guess I hope that some day I’ll look up in the stands and see that man and his daughter again. Who knows, I might find him on one of the fields pitching to one of his grandkids—a lot of years have come and gone. I sure would like to thank him.”


As the tears ran down my face I knew that my dad had just been thanked and even more I knew every time I heard “Batter up!” my dad would be right beside me, no matter where life took me and the family. That simple act of kindness that spring day had changed a life forever, and now twenty years later the memory of that day had changed my life forever. “Batter up, Dad,” I said as I left the field, “I know you’re still playing the game we love— baseball!”


Anne Carter 






The Only Way I Know 


Am I proud of him? Well, sure, I’m proud of him as my son. But as a ballplayer, ask in fifteen years.


Cal Ripken Sr. on Cal Ripken Jr. at age twenty-two 


I sat on the bench for the first time in my life when I was called to the big leagues with the Baltimore Orioles. This wasn’t what I had in mind for my career. So as I chewed more sunflower seeds in two months in 1981 than in three and a half years in the minors, I wondered, How can I break into this line-up and, if I do, stay there?


I came up with two answers: Play well and play every day. If I do get the opportunity, don’t give anyone else the same opportunity. I didn’t want the organization to have any reasonable option but to play me. That may sound cold, but it’s mostly old-school.


Some people will never understand why I go about things the way I do, and that’s okay. But I’ll keep going about them the same way until it’s proven that there’s a better way. To this day, the old-school “Oriole way” is the only way I know. And the person who taught me most about it, and about life, is that former Orioles coach and manager—my dad, Cal Ripken Sr.


My father started out as a promising ballplayer. I don’t claim any credit, but 1960—the year I was born—did turn out to be his greatest as a hitter. He was playing in the Three-I League in Appleton, Wisconsin. Dad was a catcher with a respectable batting average. But that year he hit his personal best, .281, with nine homers and seventy-four runs batted in.


Then, the following spring training, he injured his throwing shoulder. To stay in the game he shifted with typical practicality from playing to coaching and managing in the Orioles organization. He worked his way up through the minors and finally to the big leagues.


Years later I was to see firsthand the way Dad dealt with a major setback. On opening day 1988 I was having fun in the Orioles starting line-up as shortstop. My brother, Billy, was at second base. And our father was the manager. A father managing two sons on a team—a baseball first.


But just a week later, on April 12, I was driving to Memorial Stadium and heard on the radio that Senior—as I sometimes called him—had been fired just six games into the regular season. Six games!


When I came into the clubhouse, Dad had already left. I was deeply hurt for my father. I couldn’t imagine how painful this must have been for him, after being so loyal to the franchise for thirty-one years. He must have been angry and hurt beyond words. But he conducted himself with great dignity. The harshest thing he said publicly was, “I wasn’t happy about the thing.”


Later, Senior agreed to return the following year as third-base coach for the new manager, Frank Robinson. By way of explanation, Dad said with his usual dry understatement, “I guess you know I’m an Oriole.”


My father is, by nature, a hard-working man. During the summers when I was growing up, he was at the ballpark by early afternoon—weekends included, of course—not returning until late at night. Half the time he was off on a road trip with his team.


In the winters back home in Aberdeen, Maryland, Dad worked about as hard as in summer. Even now there’s not much money in minor-league baseball, and there was less when we were growing up. He managed a pharmacy, drove a delivery truck, worked at a local hardware store and lumberyard. He was out the door at dawn and then fell asleep on the couch after supper almost every night, dog-tired.


I can’t see myself as a manager after I retire because I’m adamant about spending time at home with my wife, Kelly, and our two kids. One reason is that I didn’t have much time with my own father. I missed him when he was gone, though he was always there in ways that counted.


Some of my best memories of Dad are from 1969 and ’70, when we were living in Rochester, New York, where my father managed the Red Wings. He’d come into my bedroom on Saturday mornings and shake me awake to see if I wanted to go to an early clinic he held with a couple of his players.


I usually went along, but not for the baseball. It was my chance to have Dad to myself on the rides, and I knew he enjoyed having me with him. I was nine years old.


For my tenth birthday, I took my first plane ride, joining Dad on the road for games against the Tidewater Tides and Richmond Braves—a real grown-up thing to do. I was with him all the time and wore a full uniform. It was the ultimate baseball field trip.


With Dad, everything was instructional. One snowy day he decided to help our neighbors by plowing the nearby streets, since the city crews were slow to get to us. He took me and my brother Fred to get the tractor.


Dad explained the right way to crank the engine and then warned against doing it wrong—windmilling the crank 360 degrees—because if the engine backfired it might throw the crank off. Meanwhile, I wondered, When am I ever going to have to crank a tractor? Maybe I even made a sarcastic remark.


After no luck cranking the right way, Dad said, “Now don’t you do this, but I’m going to windmill it.” Sure enough, the engine backfired, and the crank flew off and cracked Dad right on the forehead. Blood spurted out as he reached for a rag. I thought we would go to the hospital, but Dad just drove home, got a bandage and came back to plow the streets.


My father had his mottos and pronouncements. He’d tell his baseball players, “It’s like a bank, men. You can’t take out more than you put in.” I’m sure he still says this at the summer camp he runs.


Another favorite saying—“Do two million little things right, and the big things take care of themselves”—is the essence of the Oriole Way: pride in the fundamentals.


Yet Dad’s bluntness sometimes frustrates my mother. When I was in high school and Dad told reporters he looked on me as “just another prospect,” my mother was annoyed. Later when he announced the likelihood that I’d be drafted, she replied sarcastically, “I’m glad you noticed.” 


When I was called to the majors, reporters asked my father if this was a dream come true. I knew what Senior would say, and he didn’t disappoint me: “I don’t dream. People say you have to have dreams, but what’s the use of dreaming if you can’t do the job?”


The father-son relationship is not a factor in the big leagues, as I learned the hard way. One day I called Dad just that— “Dad”—within earshot of some players, who then had a mocking refrain of their own every time the two of us were together. “Dad! Oh, Dad!”


They teased me pretty hard, and after that Dad became “Senior” or “No. 47” to me.


My father is a classic case of the guy with the tough exterior but melting inside. He’s one of those men who has strong feelings about hiding their feelings. Imagine my surprise when he finally let loose with emotion when the Orioles clinched the division title against Milwaukee in 1983. Dad, third-base coach at the time, poured a beer over my head. “I guess the father in me finally came out,” he told reporters.


Among the Ripken kids there’s even a theory that our father softened up in recent years. Asked in the old days about his greatest experience, Dad always said it hadn’t happened. After September 6, 1995, when I broke Lou Gehrig’s Iron Man record—playing 2,131 consecutive games—he said that now it probably had.


Maybe my father could have been a successful major-league catcher if he hadn’t injured his shoulder. We’ll never know. Coming up through the minors I heard a lot of stories about frustrated fathers pushing their sons to achieve something they never did. But Senior wasn’t that way at all. One of his strongest beliefs is that you should do in life what you enjoy doing.


The pressure he did exert on his children was this: Whatever we did we should do correctly and to the best of our abilities. He always said, “Be yourself and prove yourself.” He hates anything shoddy or lazy. My brother Billy says I broke Lou Gehrig’s record because I could. I might add, on behalf of my father, and because I could, I should.


Senior was inducted into the Orioles’ Hall of Fame during the 1996 season. At the banquet he was funny, direct and foursquare in his remarks. In conclusion, he said that he accepted the honor on behalf of all the equally dedicated men he had worked with in the minor leagues for all those years.


Then it was my turn. It was difficult. I wasn’t certain I could say what I wanted about my father and what he means to me. So I told a little story about my two children, Rachel, six at the time, and Ryan, then three. They’d been bickering for weeks, and I explained how one day I heard Rachel taunt Ryan, “You’re just trying to be like Daddy.”


After a few moments of indecision, I asked Rachel, “What’s wrong with trying to be like Dad?”


When I finished telling the story, I looked at my father and added, “That’s what I’ve always tried to do.”


Cal Ripken Jr. and Mike Bryan 






The Lost Ball 


This story is about a little kid and an autographed baseball.


It’s a story about that awful feeling in your stomach when you lose your prized possession.


This story is also about rediscovering the joy of childhood, no matter how old you are, and this story is about brotherhood.


The story starts around Christmastime 1954.


My oldest brother, Jerry, was less than a month old. My parents wanted to buy him something special, and they learned about a promotion at a local department store. Bob Turley, a pitcher with the first-year Baltimore Orioles of the American League, was signing baseballs one afternoon. An autographed baseball seemed like a perfect, inexpensive keepsake so my parents waited in line for Turley’s autograph.


When it was time for Turley to sign my parents’ ball, my mother mentioned that it was for her newborn. Turley responded that he, too, had a new baby.


That was enough for my mother, who could make small talk with a brick wall. For the next few minutes, Turley and my mother talked about newborns while my father rolled his eyes and the rest of the line waited.


My mother will never forget that encounter, always remembering what a nice man Turley was, but that’s only part of this story.


Now it’s 1965.


Jerry is ten and his younger brother, Chuck, is about eight. They want to play catch in the back alley, but they can’t find an old ball to use. So they make a mistake that thousands of little boys and girls have made over the years. “Let’s use the autographed ball.”


They promise not to drop it. But, eventually, the inevitable happens. One overthrows the other, and the baseball skips down the steep alley. The two boys run after it as fast as they can. When they reach the end of the alley, though, the ball has disappeared. Two older boys say they saw the ball hit the sewer grate and fall down into the sewer.


Jerry and Chuck check out the scene. They find nothing except that sick feeling in their stomachs.


Flash forward to Thanksgiving 1991. My family has eaten turkey and stuffing and watched football.


Now it’s time to sit in the living room and talk—our favorite pastime. As it always does, the conversation eventually turns to baseball. And to the Baltimore Orioles.


Six weeks before, the team had hosted its last game in venerable Memorial Stadium, which was being replaced by Oriole Park at Camden Yards. Many former Orioles had been invited back to say good-bye to the old ballpark, including Turley, the man who threw the first pitch for the Orioles in their first game in Memorial.


The mention of Turley’s name brings the old stories rushing back. First, my mother and the tale of the department store line. And then the sigh from Jerry Jr.


“Are you going to cry again about how you lost that ball?” I chide my brother.


“I didn’t lose it,” he responds with the high-pitched  voice of a ten-year-old. “Those older kids—they stole it. I know it didn’t go down the sewer.”


My family burst into laughter.


Twenty-eight years had passed, but the memory still pains my brother. He’s a successful businessman with a wonderful wife and two beautiful daughters. He can buy as many autographed baseballs as he wants.


But that’s not the point. He’ll never forget the ball that got away.


“Do you know how silly you sound?” I ask him.


A slight smile crosses his lips.


“You don’t understand,” he says in an anguished voice. “Those older kids stole my ball.”


We laugh for a few more minutes at Jerry’s expense before the subject changes to something else, but his anguish stays with me. He is my big brother, after all.


Two weeks later, I devise a plan. It seems like a long shot, but it is worth a try. I make some phone calls. And some more phone calls.


Finally, I find the man I am looking for. He laughs when I tell him the story of the old ball. He graciously agrees to help me out.


On December 24, the package arrives. And, on Christmas Day, we all meet at my brother’s house.


After opening all of the other presents, I hand Jerry a small box. Our mother readies her camera. His wife giggles.


“What is this?” he asks as he lifts a baseball out of the box. “Is this for real?”


I nod.


“This is unbelievable,” Jerry says, laughing as his face turns red.


“Well,” our mother says, “read it aloud.”


My brother clears his throat.


“To Jerry. Don’t lose this one. Your friend, Bob Turley.”


Dan Connolly 
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“Gee Dad, it was the only ball I could find
 in the house. . . . Is Babe Ruth someone famous?”
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Special Delivery from Michigan 


The older you get, the more you realize that kindness is synonymous with happiness.


Lionel Barrymore 


The kid in the picture was holding up a ball. It looked like a baseball without its cover, with just the string wrapped around the core. From my childhood, I remembered the kind of buzzing sound those uncovered baseballs made as they sailed past, trailing two feet of string.


The picture was taken in San Pedro de Macoris, a city of 130,000 in the Dominican Republic; it was part of a series written by Glen Mac now, then a Detroit Free Press sportswriter, on winter baseball in the Dominican Republic. “For youngsters in San Pedro,” Mac now wrote, “baseball is one of the dominant things in life. Another is poverty.” He talked about watching twenty shoeless kids play ball on a mud street called Calle de Restauracion.


“The ball was actually a woman’s nylon stocking wound tightly with rubber bands,” he said, “and the bat was a broken table leg that still had nails in it, and the bases were paint-can lids. None of the kids had gloves. They tied pieces of cardboard on their hands and shaped them so they could catch the ball.” San Pedro is a long way from the vacant lots of Detroit, but there’s a world-shrinking sameness about kids playing baseball with a cover less ball.


Pedro Gonzalez, an Atlanta Braves coach and a former major-league infielder, lives in San Pedro. So do Pedro Guerrero of the Los Angeles Dodgers and Joaquin Andujar of the Oakland A’s. Last year, in fact, fifteen men from San Pedro, which calls itself the Baseball Capital of the World, played in the American Major Leagues. “American parents want their children to become doctors or lawyers,” Gonzalez told Macnow. “But here, the way to get rich is to be a baseball player. That’s the way out.”


I soon found myself thinking about all the major-league dreams in my old neighborhood. No matter how farfetched those dreams were, they were an important part of growing up. And regardless of how tight the money was in those years, if there wasn’t a glove for everybody, there were always enough to share.


Then a plan started forming in my mind. I thought about all the old gloves sitting in attics, closets and basements, their days of glory just distant memories. I asked readers to get out those gloves, dust them off and send them to me at the Free Press. We’d ship them to San Pedro and distribute them to the kids there. I said to look at it this way: The old glove never got you a tryout with the Tigers. Why not give it another chance?


Peter Gavrilovich, another Free Press writer, wandered into my office just before the first gloves arrived. “You don’t understand the depth of a relationship between a man and his baseball,” he told me. “Do you seriously expect people to send you their old gloves? Ask them for money, but not for their old gloves.” He predicted we’d receive fewer than two dozen.


What if he’s right? I thought. It just might not be possible to separate people from baseball gloves that carry so many rich memories. Would I send my first glove, even if I still had it, to some kids on a Caribbean island? I wasn’t sure.


Later that morning a box arrived in the mail. It was from Tom Kolinsky in Watersmeet, a town in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. “Enclosed are three baseball gloves,” he wrote. “The catcher’s mitt was my brother Bob’s. He passed away eleven years ago at the age of twenty-eight, and I kept his mitt as a memento. We enjoyed many good years of ball together (I was the pitcher, he was the catcher) and I am sure he’s got a big grin on his face knowing that the glove is going to a kid who will probably sleep with it the first week or so, the way he did.”


That day in February 1986 was only the beginning. Gloves soon arrived from all over the state, and they spanned the history of the game—from fat-fingered antiques to bright new peach-basket models designed to snare anything batted in their direction. They carried worn autographs of stars like Bob Feller, Ted Williams, Stan Musial, Phil Rizzuto, and even players like Jim Greengrass, Wally Bunker and Bump Hadley, a pitcher who played in the majors in 1926.


Casimer Rejent, a retired engineer who lives in Grosse Pointe Farms, sent the glove he got from his parents when he graduated from Toledo Catholic Central High School in 1940.


Teacher Bill Brown collected one hundred gloves at Ferndale High School. Dorian Rowland, a student at St. Joan of Arc Elementary School in St. Claire Shores, put up a poster and a box there.


The two gloves sent by Donald R. Hein of Battle Creek had tags tied to them with his address and phone number and a request, “Write me when you make the big leagues.” The pile of gloves grew, each one with a special memory.


John Walls, a Free Press engineer, came in one evening to tell me there was no way I was going to get his glove: “It’s part of me. I still use it. Wouldn’t think of giving it away, even for a good cause.” Then he picked up a glove from the pile, put it on and punched the pocket a couple of times.


“It belonged to a kid in Berkley named David Barber,” I told him, and showed him a picture of a smiling ninth-grader. The picture came in a letter with the glove David’s father had sent them.


“This first baseman’s glove was my son’s,” Ron Barber wrote. “He passed away from cancer at age fourteen. I hope some young man from San Pedro will enjoy the mitt as much as he did.”


John Walls put the letter down and left. In a few minutes he was back, carrying his glove. “I had it in my locker,” he explained. “I can always buy another one. See if you can find a kid named Juan to give it to.” He put it on the pile— next to David Barber’s glove.


As soon as we saw the three little boys in San Pedro de Macoris, we decided they probably were on their way to play baseball. One of them gripped a stick with two hands, taking swings at an imaginary ball as he walked with his friends. We stopped our van and asked if they were ballplayers.


In San Pedro, the question is purely rhetorical. All the kids there play baseball. Sugar may be the region’s most profitable export and cane fields may be the reality of these children’s lives—but Dodger Stadium is the dream. 


So I sat on the curb with Jose Antonio, Daniel Ottavio and Teofilo Rosario, and told them that in the United States, in a place called Detroit, there are people who believe that proper ballplayers should have proper equipment. I gave each of them a baseball glove, a ball and a bat, and told them the people who had donated the gloves expected great things from them.


They weren’t entirely convinced the gloves were theirs to keep. They walked away, looking back until they got to the corner, where they raised their gloves over their heads and broke into a run. We could hear them laughing long after they were out of sight.


Gloves had come in by the hundreds, and the previous Sunday, with the help and cooperation of the folks at the airport in Santo Domingo, we had unloaded thirty cartons of baseball equipment. Included were 1,062 gloves, waiting to work old magic with new kids. From Michigan, with love.


Photographer John Collier and I had then loaded the van with gloves, bats, balls, T-shirts and caps, and headed for San Pedro. There we picked up the Reverend John Breslin at his church. At his suggestion, we took the first load of gloves to a desperately poor part of the city called Barrio Blanco.


It was shortly after 10 A.M., but there was already a ball game in progress on a field that had been reclaimed from a dump. A smoldering trash fire sent a haze across the outfield. The excitement and the large number of kids made it impossible to distribute the gloves in any orderly manner. Amid a lot of pushing, I simply put a glove in every outstretched hand I could reach until the box was empty. The only disappointing feeling was driving away from the barrio knowing that for every kid who got a glove, there were a dozen or more who didn’t.


In the middle of San Pedro is an old green-and-white hospital. The children’s ward is on the fourth floor. We went through the ward, talking to the youngsters and their parents, and passing out gloves and hats to children with malaria, hepatitis and dysentery. There were more smiles in the ward when we left than when we arrived. Some of them were ours.


At 4 P.M. we went to San Pedro’s Tetelo Varga baseball stadium for a ceremony with representatives of San Pedro’s twenty-one baseball leagues. The cartons from Detroit were placed along the third-base line. About four hundred kids from San Pedro filled the seats between home plate and third base.


Juan Francisco Mateo, the regional commissioner for sports in San Pedro, asked me why Americans had sent their gloves to the children of San Pedro. I told him the people in Michigan love baseball and that the children of San Pedro love baseball; when two groups of people care so much for the same thing, it brings them very close together.


He repeated that to the crowd, adding that the people of San Pedro love the people of Michigan. Then a representative from each league carried off a box of gloves to distribute to his team.


Two hours later, with the sun going down behind the stands, kids were chasing fly balls with gloves that, a short time before, had belonged to people in a part of the world these children didn’t know: the glove that Cas Rejent got when he graduated from high school in 1940; the catcher’s mitt Tom Kolinsky sent, the one that had belonged to his dead brother; the one hundred gloves from the kids at Ferndale High School; the first baseman’s mitt that had been David Barber’s until he died at fourteen.


As we drove away from the stadium, we could still hear the kids playing. The magic had passed. The old dreams were now a part of new dreams.


Neal Shine 






A Binding Contract 


Reputation is what you have when you come to a new community; character is what you have when you go away.


William Hersey Davis 


He didn’t know me and I didn’t know him, but this was about to change. It would change with the simple act of a major-league player rolling a beautiful grass-stained official American League baseball across the top of a dugout to a ten-year-old boy.


The year was 1971. I was that ten-year-old boy, and Vada Pinson was that major-league player. I had taken up my position behind the visitor’s dugout at Kansas City’s old Municipal Stadium. It was two hours before game time and the Cleveland Indians were a bad team taking batting practice. But Vada was not a bad player; no, he was once a great player. In his younger days with the Cincinnati Reds, when he played alongside Frank Robinson, Vada had been a star in his own right. Twice, he led the National League in hits. Once, he won a Gold Glove for his shining play as a center fielder.


Honestly, though, when Vada came jogging toward the dugout that day, I didn’t know all that. I only knew the name and had this vague sense in the back of my young mind that he had enjoyed more glorious days in another time and place. Not that it mattered, because he was a big-leaguer and that was more than enough. I simply wanted—needed—a baseball from a real big-league ballplayer so I summoned my courage, and asked No. 28 as politely as I knew how, “Vada? Could I have a baseball?”


His eyes met mine, but he didn’t say a word. He just disappeared into the dugout.


I sighed, my shoulders slumped, and I decided I was a fool for even asking. And that’s when Vada popped up the steps and rolled that gorgeous baseball into my waiting hands.


“Hey, Vada, can you sign it?” I yelled as he started to turn away.


“You want me to sign it, too?” he said with a smile.


He signed it like this: “To Donald ‘Always’ Vada Pinson.” 


Vada didn’t realize it, of course, but with those five words he had signed a binding contract between player and fan, friend and friend.


I started checking the Cleveland box score every morning, sure, but I wasn’t content with that. I kept in touch. I wrote him letters. I called him at the team hotel.


When Vada was traded to the California Angels, I tossed my big inflatable Cleveland Indians beach ball into a closet and bought one of those plastic batting helmets with a halo on it. I was loyal. But here’s the too-good-to-be-true part: So was he.


As luck would have it Vada would be traded from the Angels to the Kansas City Royals, and would play his last two seasons in my hometown. On the team scorecard, he was listed as another outfielder. But his true position? Personal hero.


Vada gave us free tickets to all the games, and for two summers I had the prestige of being recognized on sight by all the middle-aged ladies who worked the will call window and all the ushers who cleaned off the seats behind home plate. Every night we’d get to the ballpark right when the gates opened, I’d sprint for the Royals dugout and chat Vada up for a few minutes. Sometimes, he’d give me another baseball—which I always had him sign and which I never would have dared to use in a game of catch. Always, he would look up to where my mom and dad were sitting and wave.


Vada could have tired of talking to me about baseball— he probably did—but instead included me. He admitted he wished he were playing more, explained why his manager sometimes drove him crazy, let me know that even when you’re in the majors you’re human and get frustrated like anybody else. Though I’m not sure either of us was consciously aware of it at the time, he came to trust me as much as I idolized him.
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