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I dedicate this book to all of the teammates I had the privilege of playing with. Each and every one of you had a bearing on my career as well as my life. I thank you for your camaraderie and friendship. I love telling the stories of the past. I hope that you will enjoy reading some of them. To my 1990 World Series champion teammates, thank you for “he ring, the money, everything.”—T.B.

To my folks, who ingrained in me a love of a baseball and a passion for writing. Your support and encouragement still amaze me.—D.S.


FOREWORD

During my 60-plus years as a Reds player and broadcaster, I’ve seen all types of guys come and go from the Cincinnati dugout. But Tom Browning, our newest Reds Hall of Famer, remains in a class all his own.

When you look through the long and storied history of the Cincinnati Reds, the oldest team in professional baseball, you find just one perfect game. Watching Tom pitch that night remains one of my favorite Reds memories. In fact, I was so excited to talk to him after that historic performance that I nearly knocked myself unconscious to get the interview (skip ahead to Chapter 7 for the full story).

Tom, however, is more than just that perfect game. From my perch in the press box, I watched a bulldog of a pitcher challenge hitter after hitter, year after year. I loved Tom’s mentality and intensity. He always wanted the ball. He wanted to go after the hitter, and he didn’t back down from anyone.

However, as intense as Tom was on the mound, he was about as freewheeling and carefree as you could get off the field. He was a guy who liked to have fun, and that’s a big reason we became such great friends. And it’s also a reason the following pages will be such a memorable journey through Reds baseball.

I hope you enjoy reading Tom’s tales as much as I enjoyed being a part of them.

–Joe Nuxhall

Editor’s Note: The youngest player ever to appear in a major league game at the age of fifteen, Joe Nuxhall went on to spend 15 seasons in a Reds uniform (1944, 1952-60, and 1962-66), and then served as a broadcaster for the team. He passed away on November 15, 2007.
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THE PRIDE OF WYOMING

DESTINATION: CINCINNATI

From the earliest age, I just knew I was going to be a professional ballplayer. I never really considered another career option.

Even to this day, I never think about what it would have been like if I had fallen short of my big league dreams. I simply accepted that baseball was going to be my future.

Maybe it was an unexplained confidence in my abilities, or maybe I was just too stubborn to give up. Regardless, I knew I’d do whatever it would take to get to the majors.

That’s not to say the journey was an easy one. Although I always enjoyed playing baseball, it never came easy. I couldn’t rely on natural talent—because I just didn’t have much of it. I wasn’t the hardest thrower, the fastest runner, or the most gifted athlete. But I had a solid and durable arm, and I worked hard. I made the most of my abilities, and I never took an opportunity for granted.

With some perseverance, I knew I would someday be playing with the best in baseball. I wouldn’t necessarily be the best, but I knew I could at least compete with the best.

I just knew I wanted to play on baseball’s biggest stage, and I wanted to do it in a Cincinnati uniform.

PINHEAD FRIENDS

It’s hard for many people to believe that a kid from Casper, Wyoming, could become such a diehard Reds fan.

It actually started with a bowling league. A lot of my friends were in the league, and we bowled on Saturday mornings. It’d be 11 a.m. in Casper. That was the time that the MLB Game of the Week came on. They had all of the televisions in the bowling alley tuned in.

This was around 1970, right about the time the Big Red Machine started taking shape, and Reds games were aired pretty often.

Our bowling league that started up after school was back in session, so we’re talking about the fall, when the pennant races were really heating up. Between my turns bowling, I was fixed to the screen.

I became a huge fan of guys like Tony Perez, Johnny Bench, and Dave Concepcion. As a baseball fan, I was captivated by the team. They were just so good, and they made it look so easy However, they just couldn’t seem to get over the hump and win the World Series.

I was hooked anyway.

I think I was the only one who really cared about the Reds back then. Most of my buddies were A’s fans. They always talked about guys like Catfish Hunter, Vida Blue, and Reggie Jackson. We didn’t have any major league teams around us, so we could pretty much pick any team to root for. And at that time, Oakland was every bit as good as Cincinnati.

My friends gave me all kinds of crap for being a Reds fan. It was nonstop. It was good-natured ribbing, but it only made me like the Reds even more. It felt like it was really my team.

Right before my freshman year of high school, my two brothers, two sisters, and I moved with my mom and stepfather to a small town near Utica, New York. By that time, the Reds were really coming into their own. They’d soon win four pennants in seven seasons and back-to-back World Series titles in 1975 and 1976.

The only downside to Cincinnati’s success was not being around those A’s fans. It sure would have been nice to rub it in.

SPORTS BUMS

My mom always worried that she was raising a family of baseball, basketball, and football junkies—“sports bums,” as she called it.

She was a tough, but loving mom. She had the five of us kids before she turned 21, and she was the primary caretaker and disciplinarian. She tried to limit the amount of sports we watched on television, but she was fighting a losing battle. We loved everything sports related.

As far back as I can remember, my dad and uncles played competitive fast-pitch softball. This wasn’t like the beer leagues you see today with a bunch of fat guys running around. The games were dominated by pitching, and it was about as close as you could get to playing real baseball.

My dad went all over the state for games and tournaments. He was gone a lot, and I’m sure it played a part in my parents’ divorce when I was seven. That’s probably why my mom worried when she was saw us following in his footsteps.

However, once she realized I was serious about following my dream and might actually have the talent to do it, she couldn’t have been more supportive.

Once I started playing professionally, she came to games as often as she could, and she taped many more. She was one of my biggest supporters, and I loved her dearly for it.

It’s sort of a big league tradition to buy your mom a new house when you sign your first big contract. Once I got to Cincinnati, I got to do the same. It was one of the most rewarding parts of becoming a major leaguer.

QUICK WORKER

Throughout my major league career, I was known for working quickly. I didn’t like to spend a lot of time fiddling around between pitches. I got the ball, and I threw the ball. It was all about rhythm.

I probably picked it up from my dad’s softball games. They played seven innings, and the games were on a time limit of 75 minutes. My dad was a pitcher, and he worked quickly so they could get all of the games in. I just assumed that was the natural flow of the game.

Even in Little League, I worked quickly. A poor kid could barely get his foot in the batter’s box before I fired a pitch. I always thought it was funny when I had nine- and 10-year-olds stepping out of the box to slow me down.

CASPER’S FIRST FAMILY

All of my brothers, sisters, and cousins played baseball with me.

The Brownings were kind of the first family of sports in Casper. My dad and uncles were some of the best amateur softball players around.

Even the girls were good. My cousin Denae broke our league’s record for home runs, one that had been held by Mike Lansing, who hit 20 home runs for the 1997 Montreal Expos. I remember my sister playing senior Little League with us and getting six hits in her first 10 at-bats. Even my grandmother, Lolita, was an All-America basketball player back in her day.

My brother Bill and I were probably the most competitive in the family. Bill, who was a year older than me, was a great shortstop. We had an awesome pickoff move. We got everybody out with it. When I was pitching, I didn’t even worry about runners on first. I just waited for them to get to second, and then Bill and I would pick them off.

My other love was basketball. I played it in high school and even on a team that the Reds put together in the off-season, but it all started back home. Casper is 7,000 feet above sea level, so it snowed all the time. Bill and I would shovel the driveway as fast as we could so that we could get out and play.

We had absolute battles out there. I was a little taller than Bill, but even though he was my older brother, he wouldn’t budge an inch. He made me earn every single bucket. There were plenty of times when we returned with busted lips or bruises from our wars.

I loved the competition and being pushed like that. I knew it made me a better athlete.

Once I made the majors, I always thought I could go the distance for the complete game. I hated to be pulled from a game. They called me a bulldog, and I’m sure it was those one-on-one battles with Bill that helped make me that way.

CHARLIE HUSTLE COMES TO CASPER

It wasn’t so much the fame or money that made me want to play ball professionally. I just loved playing the game.

The one part that really did appeal to me was knowing that I could be playing with the best. You could only do that in the majors.

I think it probably started as a 10-year-old, when our baseball league flew in Johnny Bench for our year-end banquet. Imagine it. Johnny Bench, a major league All-Star—in Casper, Wyoming, a place that couldn’t be farther off the baseball map. As a 10-year-old, I thought it was quite the treat.

Johnny was great. He gave a nice little speech and then signed autographs for all of the kids. I remember waiting in line and looking at this huge ring he had on his hand. It must have been the size of a golf ball, with what seemed like hundreds of diamonds in it. His hand gave off a huge shimmer every time he signed an autograph.

It wasn’t too unusual for players to take gigs like that back then. They were making good money at the time, but nothing like players make today, so the guys didn’t mind doing odd events for a small fee.

The next year we flew in Reggie Jackson, who was a big hit for all of the Oakland fans.

Then, to top it off, we flew in Pete Rose the following year. I was always a Pete fan. I loved the way he played the game. I had never seen anyone so intense or play so hard. I just felt like anything could happen when he was in the game.

Pete captivated his audiences, and our banquet was no different. Even the A’s fans were excited to see him.

I don’t remember the exact details of his short speech that night, but I remember the main theme. It was something about playing as hard as you can and never giving up on your dreams. It couldn’t have been more fitting for a guy like me.

Pete was saying exactly what I wanted to hear, and I soon realized he and I had a lot in common. Like me, I’m sure Pete never even considered what he would do if baseball hadn’t worked out for him. He had committed himself to playing ball and wouldn’t take no for an answer.

It was only fitting that a guy like Pete was the first person to welcome me to my first major league clubhouse 12 years later.

WYOMING PRIDE

Back in 1999, Sports Illustrated released its list of the top 50 athletes from each state. Mixed in with the rodeo bareback riding champions, Olympic discus throwers, and junior cross-country skiers was my name, fifth overall on the list for Wyoming. The list included a handful of other major leaguers, including Mike Lansing and Mike Devereaux.

It was a real honor seeing my name in the magazine, because I’ve always taken great pride in where I come from.

People have often asked me if I consider being from such a remote place a disadvantage when it came to baseball. Granted, we weren’t exactly a metropolis, but we weren’t some backwoods hick-town either. We had running water, electricity, and even a Burger King.

We also had very competitive sports leagues, ones that played an important role in developing me into a ballplayer.

When we first left Wyoming and moved to New York, I hated it. They all talked funny, wore “sneakers,” and drank “soda.” It was like they were speaking a foreign language.

But New York also had baseball and basketball leagues, and that’s all I really needed as a kid.
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GETTING NOTICED

READY TO COMPETE

Once we moved to New York, I played my first two years of high school ball at Chadwicks High in Utica and then after my stepfather got transferred, my final two years at Franklin Academy in Malone.

I pitched and played center field. I loved playing center. Center was my first love, but I didn’t have the speed or the bat to make it past high school, so I enjoyed it while I could. I loved the idea of playing every day and getting to hit, and even in the majors, I missed that aspect of the game.

Pitching was my calling card, though. I hadn’t grown into my body yet, and I weighed just 155 pounds when I graduated from high school. I wasn’t that strong and didn’t have a lot on my pitches, but even then I knew how to pitch and hit my marks and change speeds. And I was a durable pitcher, and I knew that was important.

During my senior year of high school, I pitched 13 innings in an extra-inning tournament quarterfinal game, played center field the next day, and then threw seven more innings the day after that. We weren’t really too concerned about pitch counts back then, and besides, I just wanted to compete and try to win. To me, that was most important.

[image: image]

Back in high school, I had aspirations of being a center fielder, but I knew pitching would be my ticket to the bigs. Photo courtesy of Tom Browning

ANDY VAN “SLICK”

Before my junior and senior years of high school, I played summer Legion ball with Andy Van Slyke in Utica. If there were any potential major leaguers around me, “Slick” was surely it. He made everything he did look easy.

We had some good players on those teams, but Andy was far and away the star. He had already found his talent, and he had one of the sweetest swings I had ever seen. There was no question whether he’d make it to the pros. The only question was how good he would end up being.

The guy could do anything and play anywhere. And he looked good doing it. He played first and third for us. He could also catch. And next to Eric Davis, he was the best center fielder I ever saw play the game.

Andy was a first-round pick in the 1979 draft, taken by the St. Louis Cardinals when he was just 18 years old. By his 22nd birthday, he was promoted to the major league club, where Whitey Herzog used him at three or four different positions. He was traded to Pittsburgh a few years later and won something like five straight Gold Gloves. Jimmy Leyland ended up moving Barry Bonds to left field just because Andy was so good in center.

I think the key to Andy’s success was his “major league mentality.” He developed it early in life. He had the raw talent and the drive, but he also had that aura of cockiness and arrogance that every good ballplayer seems to have.

Andy knew he had the talent, and he knew he’d only have himself to blame if he never made it.

Even in the majors, I saw guys who had the talent, but didn’t have the drive or confidence to make the most of it. It was such a shame. I just couldn’t relate. I would have done anything for the natural talent some of those guys had, but they just pissed it away. Andy, though, was the best of both worlds.

A BAD BREAK

A broken arm eventually cut short my career in 1995. But it was a different break on my non-pitching arm that nearly ended my professional career before it ever began.

After my senior year of high school, I decided to go back to Wyoming to spend some time with my dad. I got permission to play with my old Legion team that summer. I had committed to play college ball in the fall, so I wanted to stay sharp, and I knew the league was plenty competitive.

To earn some money that summer, I took a job my uncle had arranged at the True Oil Company in Casper. I helped unload huge 1,200-pound pipes from a forklift. One guy would drive them over to me, and then I would cut a bundle loose and let them roll down the forklift’s arms into a storage area.

It was a Friday, and we were freeing the last bundle of the week. As I tried to release the pipes, they broke loose and crashed to the ground. Unfortunately, they were spring-loaded, and one of them shot up from the ground and punctured my right forearm. The pain hit me instantly, and it was sickening. My arm was completely mangled, and the forearm bent like I had another elbow.
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Andy Van Slyke and I catch up on old times before a Reds-Cardinals game. “Slick” was one of the area’s top prospects when we were in high school back in New York. Photo courtesy of Tom Browning

They rushed me to the hospital. At first, the doctors weren’t even sure they’d be able to save the arm because it was in such bad shape. It didn’t even look like an arm, just a mess of skin, blood, and bones hanging from my elbow.

I was stupid. It never even occurred to me that this could have been the end of my baseball dreams. Somehow, even if I lost the arm, I would find a way to make it to the majors, I thought.

Eventually, they fixed me up with a metal plate and some screws. I still have scars on that arm where it looks like they had to butterfly me open to straighten it all out.

The plate didn’t come out for a year, and I missed all of the fall baseball season while I was in a cast. But I realized how lucky I was. It’d take some healing, but I knew I’d pitch again. It was just going to take some patience.

ROAD TRIP

Knowing I was feeling depressed about my broken arm, my good friend Mark Pepin wanted to do something to cheer me up when I got back to New York.

He checked the Reds schedule and saw that they were going to be playing in Montreal, which was a short drive from Malone.

Believe it or not, I was 18 years old and had never been to a major league game before. Yes, I had a deprived childhood. Actually, my family had made a few trips to see the minor league Denver Bears when I was younger, but it wasn’t the same thing.

For those excursions, all seven of us piled into a Volkswagen bug for six or seven hours. There were four of us in the backseat, the youngest on my mom’s lap, and Dad in the driver’s seat. We didn’t complain, though, because those trips were always something to look forward to.

On our trip to Montreal, Mark and I drove to Olympic Stadium and scalped some cheap tickets. Even though it was indoors, had artificial turf, and was hardly a stadium at all, the place blew me away. I was so amazed by the entire atmosphere.

I was most excited when I saw the Cincinnati Reds take the field. The starting lineup contained a virtual who’s who of Reds legends: Pete Rose, Joe Morgan, George Foster, Dan Driessen, Johnny Bench, and Dave Concepcion, with Tom Seaver on the mound.

I forgot all about my arm because I was just so awestruck. Every ball sounded like it was crushed, and every pitch looked like it was going 150 miles per hour. In the first inning, Foster connected on a pitch.

“It’s gone, Mark!” I shouted. “It’s gone!”

I hadn’t exactly mastered the art of tracking flight paths. The ball never got past second base. Mark just laughed at me.

But I couldn’t have asked for a more exciting game. Pete led off the sixth inning with a single to extend his hitting streak to 36 games. (He would later break the National League record with 44 straight.) The game was tied 4-4 and went into extra innings. As the 30,000 or so fans trickled out of the stadium, Mark and I moved closer and closer to the field.

After nearly five hours and 14 innings, Pete launched a ball to right field, a sacrifice fly that put the Reds up 5-4. Pedro Borbon closed out the bottom of the inning, and Cincinnati won my first big league game.

Mark and I worked our way down to the Reds dugout right after the last out. I wanted to see if we could get a peek at any of the guys. It was mostly empty by then, but then one guy in the dugout started walking right toward us.

“Great game, Mr. Rose,” I said.

Pete smiled, thanked us, and then gave us a small toast with his can of Orange Crush.

As far as baseball memories, that’s one of my favorites.

ME AND J.D.

One of the best friends I ever made in baseball was Jim Deshaies, a former Houston pitcher and now a TV broadcaster for the Astros. He and his wife, Lori, are still very close to my family. But back in high school, I couldn’t have had a more bitter rival.

When we played Massena Central High, Jimmy was the guy to keep an eye on. He was intimidating as a pitcher in high school because he was so big and threw so damn hard. He had major league written all over him—a big powerful lefty who could just pound the strike zone with rising fastballs that scared everyone.

Jimmy had me in his back pocket. I couldn’t hit a lefty to save my life, especially one who threw that hard.

My favorite memory of Jimmy actually came from the basketball court. We both played in high school, and we were at his school for a varsity game. Our team was shafted by the refs that night—a real “homer” job. Late in the game, I was trying to grab a rebound, and one of their guys came over the top my back, bending me in half to get to the ball. We both fell to the floor, and unbelievably, they called the foul on me. It was my fifth, so I was out. Fuming, I gave their guy a foot to the ribs. It wasn’t really a kick, just kind of a push with my foot to let him know I was fed up.
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Once teammates at LeMoyne College, Jimmy Deshaies and I found each other on opposite sides of the lines in the majors. Photo courtesy of the Cincinnati Reds

Jimmy was on the court and saw the whole thing, and he looked at me like he was ready to kill me. The guy always looked intimidating back then.

“In the spring, it’s gonna be in your ear,” he said to me.

He was referring to my next at-bat against him once the baseball season started.

Needless to say, I didn’t have to worry about getting a hit off him once that day came. If he was pitching that spring, I was standing nowhere near the plate.

After high school, we both got offers to play ball at LeMoyne College, a small school in Syracuse, New York, which had a great baseball program. Jimmy and I soon became great friends and learned we had a lot in common. We even helped LeMoyne to two Division II College World Series appearances.

ROCK-SOLID ADVICE

Once I was on the field, I was my own general. I knew what it took to win, and I usually didn’t need much direction. My future was in my own hands.

However, a few key people always made sure I was headed in the right direction. Dick Rockwell, my coach at LeMoyne College, was one of them. He genuinely cared about his players, and I think he saw some promise in me. So he pulled me aside one day during my freshman year to offer some words of wisdom.

“Look, you’re a talented kid,” he told me. “But if you want to play this game for a living, you’re going to have to take things more seriously, especially your commitments off the field.”

I appreciated his advice, and it meant a lot to me that he wanted me to succeed. I was drinking a lot of beer and partying a lot at the time. And although I probably didn’t heed his advice like I should have sometimes, I got turned around and headed in the right direction.

In the following years, I noticed that all of my good managers and coaches had a similar approach. They knew that all kinds of success on the field didn’t mean anything if you were a failure off the field, and they tried hard to keep you on the right path.

STRIKING OUT IN 1981

I didn’t play all four years at LeMoyne College. I was so hell-bent on making the pros that I often let my grades slide. I was told that I would need to go to summer school to keep my eligibility after my junior year, so I decided instead to go to Virginia to play in the Shenandoah Valley League, a sort of Cape Cod League for rednecks. All of the Southern schools sent their best players there. John Kruk and Dan Pasqua, both future majors leaguers, were there, so it was definitely a competitive league.

Although I had never met any scouts personally, I was hearing that there was a pretty good chance I was going to get drafted. A lot of people were comparing me to another pitcher near Malone named John Cerutti, who the Blue Jays ended up taking in the first round that year.

I decided the summer league would be my best opportunity to get noticed, too. Unfortunately, my timing couldn’t have been any worse. Major League Baseball went on strike that summer, and nearly a third of the season was lost.

For the Reds, it meant one of the worst snubs in baseball history. The league ended up using a weird split-season format to decide who would go to the playoffs, and despite having the best overall record in baseball, the Reds finished second in each half and were kept out of the postseason.

For me, it meant I needed a new plan. Because of the strike, teams weren’t really looking to sign anyone. I had taken a gamble by leaving LeMoyne, and it had backfired.

Luckily, things turned out okay for me. One of my coaches in the summer league knew Rod Fridley, the head coach at Tennessee Wesleyan. It was a small school in Athens, Tennessee, but they played against some SEC powerhouses. Coach Fridley gave me a spot on the team, stuck me in his rotation, and gave me every opportunity to succeed. Looking back, it was probably one of the biggest breaks I got.

BEING SEEN

I just wasn’t anything special, as far as baseball prospects go, anyway.

Back in college, my fastball probably maxed out at about 92 miles per hour. It was a respectable number, but it didn’t exactly have scouts beating down my door. However, I always made sure to put myself in as many places as I could to be seen.

As it turned out, playing for Tennessee Wesleyan turned out to be one of those key places.

My biggest start for Wesleyan came early in the spring of 1982 against the University of Kentucky. As a senior, it was do-or-die time. I needed to get noticed soon if I wanted to be drafted.

On their way to a weekend series against the University of Tennessee, UK stopped by our place for a Thursday game, and I got the start.

Kentucky had a big Division I program that had some real hitters, but our little NAIA team squeaked out a win. And I shut them down. I must have struck out 15 Wildcats.

As it turned out, Kentucky’s coach, Keith Madison, was a birddog scout for the Cincinnati Reds, and he was impressed with my performance. Enough so that he made a call to the Reds offices to tell them about this kid he saw pitching down in Tennessee.

CINCINNATI COMES A KNOCKIN’

I had a pretty good season at Wesleyan, but I still wasn’t getting much attention from the scouts. I should have worried about my chances of getting signed then, but for some reason, I didn’t. I just kept pitching and hoping for the best.

Toward the end of my senior year, we headed to David Lipscomb College for a conference tournament.

There was actually a chance we would have hosted the tournament at our place if we would have beaten the Railsplitters of Lincoln Memorial University earlier in the season. We were ahead 8-1 in the bottom of the ninth. I assured the coach I was fine to go on, but he pulled me—and Lincoln went on to score eight runs and beat us 9-8.

That’s the way it goes sometimes.

Anyway, after one of our tournament games, I finally got some good news. Chet Montgomery, a Cincinnati scout who had been told about my performance against Kentucky earlier that spring, made the trip to the tournament and said he was there to watch me pitch. He asked if I’d be interested in coming to the Reds predraft tryout day at Riverfront Stadium after the college season.

Those tryouts were great opportunities to impress the clubs and get drafted, so, of course, I was interested. For as long as I wanted to be a pro ballplayer, I wanted to be a Cincinnati Red.

I couldn’t believe that the only team showing any interest just happened to be the Reds, my favorite team.

LOOKING LIKE RONNIE

To get ready for my tryout, I needed a major makeover. I was as far from looking like a Cincinnati Red as possible.

Cincinnati ballplayers were required to be clean cut and shaven back then, and I had a big hippy mop of hair and a moustache.

Although I was only trying out, I went ahead and got a haircut and shaved my face clean. It was probably futile, but I didn’t want the Reds to have any doubts about my ability to fit into their system. Plus, I knew the Reds might be my only shot at making it.

I decided I should model my new look after the poster boy for Cincinnati ballplayers: Ronnie Oester. No one could wear a uniform better than him. Everything always fit perfectly, from his perfectly placed stirrups up to the perfectly creased bill of his hat.

Even today, the Reds hang a picture of Ronnie in all of the minor league clubhouses so the young guys know how the uniform is supposed to be worn.

TRYING OUT

I made the drive to Cincinnati with Debbie, my girlfriend and future wife, from her mom’s place in Florida.

It was a long ride. In fact, we were lucky to get there at all. We took her old Toyota Celica. On the way back home, the thing belched black smoke so rancid I had to cover my face with a T-shirt for most of the drive.

But none of that really mattered to me. I was focused only on the tryout.

I was anxious for most of the trip down. I wasn’t really nervous, though—just excited to get there and show them what I could do.

Walking onto the field at Riverfront Stadium for the first time was amazing. I had never been in the stadium, let alone walked on the actual field that the Big Red Machine played on. As a lifelong Reds fan, it felt like holy land.

There were a lot of guys at the tryout, and I was one of the older ones at 22. I knew this was probably my last shot at making a case for playing in the bigs. No other teams had really shown any interest, and none had invited me to a tryout. It was Cincinnati or bust, as far as I was concerned.

Most of the tryout is now just a blur. For most of the afternoon, I just threw on the side. If they liked what they saw, they’d call your number and stick you on the mound to face real batters. At first I didn’t hear them call my number, but Larry Doughty, the Reds assistant scouting director, assured me they did and said he’d try to squeeze me in at the end of the session. Time was running out, though, because the Reds players started coming onto the field to get ready for that night’s game. And as happy as I would have been to try to snag an autograph or talk shop with those guys, I knew I was there for another reason.

Luckily, they got me on the mound just in time.

“Why don’t you throw a few fastballs,” Doughty said to me.

I threw a few.

“OK, how about some breaking balls?”

I threw some more. I felt good about my performance, and just like that, it was all over.

Doughty then came over to me.

“Where are you going to be on draft day? Just in case.”

I told him, but I wasn’t really expecting a call.

That was that. They saw what I had to offer, and the decision was theirs to make.

In return for my appearance, I got a ticket to the Reds game that night and didn’t dwell on the tryout, because I was so into the game.

After the game, I headed back to Florida and hoped draft day would bring good news.

DRAFT DAY

On draft day, I waited by the phone down in Florida. I tried to play it cool and not think about it, but it was hard not to. There was no plan B for me, so my baseball future rested solely on the other end of that phone.

After some nervous pacing, it finally rang.

“Congratulations, Tom,” Chet Montgomery said. “We just took you in the ninth round, 233rd overall. We’ve got some more calls to make, but a local scout will be giving you a call to work out the details.”

That was it. I hung up the phone, and I couldn’t have been happier. I was absolutely ecstatic. I thought it was strange that they were so cool about it.

Later that day, George Zuraw, a Florida scout, called just as Chet said he would. He said the team was offering a $3,500 bonus for me to sign.

“That sounds great,” I said, “but do you think it is possible that I could get $5,000?”

“I’ll call you right back,” Zuraw said and hung up.

No sooner had I hung up the phone and relayed my counter-offer to Debbie did the phone ring again.

“They’re gonna give you $3,500,” he said bluntly. “Take it or leave it.”

I said, of course, I would take it. But I still laugh when I think about the absurdity of them not budging on the extra $1,500.

George picked me up soon afterward and took me to the sporting-goods store, which I guess is a tradition after you get signed. He bought me a pair of cleats and a Wilson A2000 glove, which was just awful. I hated that thing. It didn’t matter, though. I would have worn oven mitts to be a Cincinnati Red.

He gave me the option of reporting to Tampa or Billings, two of their Class A teams. My mom and stepfather had relocated to Billings not long before, so I opted for Montana.

And like that, I was a Cincinnati Red, albeit a minor leaguer. And the truth soon set in: The hard part was just beginning.
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DOWN ON THE FARM

THE REDS WAY

It didn’t take me long to realize that the Reds were a first-class organization from top to bottom. They expected nothing but the best from everyone within the system, and if you didn’t follow suit, you were going to pay the consequences.

Things didn’t start off well for the Billings team once we all arrived for the 1982 season. On the first night we were all officially under his control, Marc Bombard, our manager, busted 24 out of the 25 guys for breaking curfew. I was the only one left unscathed, and that was only because I was living at home, and they never bothered to check in on me.

Our punishment came in the form of an angry, screaming field coordinator named Mike Compton. Field coordinator was hardly a fitting title for him. Drill sergeant would have been more appropriate. He ran us into the ground, and he scared the living snot out of every one of us. We could barely walk when he was finished with us.

Coach Bombard then called us into the clubhouse for a meeting, where he, too, tore into us. He kicked a trashcan all over the clubhouse, doing lap after lap as he punted our garbage throughout the locker. He just lit into everyone, yelling and screaming.

Most of my teammates were 18- and 19-year-old kids who had probably never been away from home. They probably wondered if they had been sent to a baseball team or a prison. But I’m guessing most of them were superstars back in high school and after being drafted probably thought they were pretty hot stuff.

I was a little older and wiser. I knew the reasoning for the big production. It would be impossible to create a team atmosphere unless the egos and any sense of entitlement were checked at the door. We were the rawest of professional ballplayers. The odds of making it to the bigs were stacked against us. If we had any hopes of making it out of the minors, we were going to have do things their way.

I fell into line, kept my mouth shut, and just tried to learn everything I could.

MVP KALVOSKI

Joining me in Billings that year was Kalvoski “Kal” Daniels. He was a 1982 third-rounder of the New York Mets, but didn’t sign with them and went to the Reds in the secondary phase of the draft.

I knew he was something special right away. Kal did everything that year. He hit about .370, led the league in stolen bases, showed off a great arm in the outfield, and ended up being the league’s MVP. He was just an awesome player.

Kal ended up making the majors soon after I did, and he remained a great hitter. But he was cursed with two bad knees, and I think he took a lot of grief for being injured a lot. But I saw him when he was healthy and on top of his game, and he was about as good as they get.

You hear it said a lot, but with Kal, I know it’s true: If he could have stayed healthy, he could have been one of the greatest players of our generation and certainly one of the best players ever to wear a Reds uniform.

SITUATIONS THAT STINK

I couldn’t have asked for a better manager than Marc Bombard for my first season. Like me, “Bombie” used to be a left-handed pitcher, and like me, he wasn’t exactly the biggest physical specimen.

I tried to learn as much as possible about pitching from him. He was a rookie manager in the Reds farm system that year, but he had the knowledge of a grizzled veteran.
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