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Introduction

			I am a very lucky guy, and my luck began on October 10, 1910, when my grandfather, John Valentine, left Ellis Island and headed for Stamford, Connecticut. John was a mechanic from Naples, Italy, who had fifteen dollars in his pocket, according to the manifest I received from Governor George Pataki in 2001, when I was Grand Marshal of the Columbus Day parade in New York City.

			Like many immigrants of that era, my family did not talk about the place they’d left because they were so excited about the new opportunities that lay ahead. My mom and dad met in the self-proclaimed “Baseball Capital of the World,” and I am so fortunate they did. The wooden outfield wall at Cubeta Stadium, where I played many of my youth games, had this slogan plastered across center field: Welcome to Stamford…The Baseball Capital of the World. Baseball was played and enjoyed in Stamford from the early 1900s, and many of the early immigrants, especially after the war, used baseball as a rite of passage. I owe a debt of gratitude to those who came before me and to my friends and unbelievably supportive family that helped me along the way.

			All four of my grandparents spoke Italian and very little English. They all passed away during my childhood. My dad’s mom was the last to go. Her three-family house in the center of the town was the gathering place for Sunday dinner with most of the family. I remember watching the Beatles on Ed Sullivan there with many of my cousins. I also remember my grandma saying, with my Aunt Clemey translating, how proud she was to read a headline with Valentine in it that didn’t involve the police. I had just thrown a no-hitter in the Little League All-Star Game, and it made the paper. I felt so happy that she was proud of me.

			When I was a teenager, my sports schedule didn’t allow time for the family dinners, so my mom took over the cooking. And take over she did. My mom always had a job. She worked a forty-hour week and, along with my dad, who worked at least eighty hours, did everything in her power to run our house well and care for her family. She belonged to all the school, church, and team groups, and was always generous with her time and expertise. Much of what she gave was love to my brother Joey and me. She always went out of her way to make everyone we came in contact with feel like they were part of our family. I said I was lucky, but I would need another entire book to explain just how wonderful my family and friends were to me my entire life.

			





Chapter 1

			Growing Up

			When my grandparents first arrived in America, Italians were as far down the totem pole as you could get. My uncles and aunts told me they were discriminated against, so they raised their kids not to be Italian. My folks were here to be Americans. My dad had three brothers and two sisters, while my mom had three brothers, and everyone lived in Stamford.

			I was part of a great family unit. My dad Joseph, who did fine carpentry work, was a workaholic who toiled day and night. After working during the day, he went to his workstation in our basement after dinner and did more work!

			My mother, Grace, was the greatest mom who ever lived. She cooked for everyone, volunteered in our schools and at church, as well as working a full-time office manager job. She smiled all the time and never missed a pitch, let alone a game.

			I was born in Stamford Hospital on May 13, 1950. We lived at 39 Melrose Place, a small five-room house, consisting of my parents’ bedroom, the bedroom for my brother and me, a living room with a couch and a TV, a bathroom, and a kitchen where we ate all our meals.

			St. Clement’s Church was right around the corner. One of the highlights of the summer was attending Stamford Twilight League baseball games after Mass, in which many of the stars of past championship Stamford teams played. There were many: Mickey Lione, Jr., Andy Wasil, Ron Parente, and my future agent, Tony Attanasio, to name a few. I cherish the memories of being at these games with my dad.

			My dad was always working, even Sunday after the games, but somehow found the time to be at my games, and I mean every game. I was lucky to have him as a dad. Along with Joe and Mom, they were truly the best team in town.

			The Twilight League was the best live baseball I got to see as a kid. I only went to a professional game twice as a youth. I have vague recollections of my first game. I was told it was Yankees–Red Sox, but the only thing I remember was we were behind a steel beam and couldn’t see much from deep right field. Obstructed-view seats were sold in those days, and that’s what we could afford! The other game came during my senior year in high school, also at Yankee Stadium. More about that later.

			My brother Joe, a catcher, was a very good athlete, but his motivation was more about making money. When he was nineteen, he worked as a tool-and-die maker and was able to buy himself a very cool Chevy Chevelle.

			Stamford’s Waterside, where we grew up, was the perfect place in the 1950s and ’60s. It had a Melfair Market, our church, and Southfield Park. There was also a small beach on the Long Island Sound. I never went to the beach. Summertime was for playing baseball. My brother always let me play with him and the older kids in the park, which became my second home once I was able to ride my bicycle there to play with whoever was there. The park’s superintendent was Mr. Franchina, who made sure there wasn’t too much fighting.

			The kids of that era felt they had to have a fight every now and then. They’d meet behind the school or the church, and you would always get wind about who was fighting and where and when. My brother was with a group of guys who could handle themselves.

			When I was in junior high school, in the mid-sixties, I snuck into Boyle Stadium to watch a Stamford High football game. After the game, different groups—gangs, you could say—would meet at different locations and duke it out. One of the toughest guys I ever walked past was Julo Jakuti. His German shepherd was even meaner than he was. Julo, who always wore black and had a black motorcycle that you could hear coming from around the corner, would always be in fights, and we’d go watch him fight, for entertainment.

			My brother sang in one of those corner doo-wop groups. They cut a record at Playland, an old amusement park in Rye, New York. Jimmy Ienner, an idol of mine, had a group, the Barons. Their record, “Pledge of a Fool,” became a hit. Jimmy, along with his brother Donnie, became big in the music industry, and their cousin Joey was the fullback on my high school team in 1967. Jimmy was also one of the toughest guys in town. He came from the Cove, not the West Side, and during one Stamford High game word got around that Jimmy and Julo were going to duke it out over by the oak tree in the parking lot. In front of a crowd of about seventy of us, Jimmy beat the shit out of Julo. Wow, I thought. For a guy who didn’t look that tough to be that tough—that is cool.

			Though I was only three years younger than my brother Joe, I was part of the next generation. In 1961, the film adaptation of West Side Story had just come out, and everyone decided they needed to form gangs. In Stamford we had a West Side, and many of the Italians lived there. I can’t say that they were exactly gangs. The kids who lived in the High Ridge area, kids who were wealthier than we were, formed a club, and so we formed a group to compete with them. We called ourselves the Gents. The closest we ever came to a rumble was an egg fight. We stole eggs out of our parents’ refrigerators and met up with the Swells at Chestnut Hill Park, and threw them at each other. Though not many landed, it was still fun.

			My graduation from Ryle Elementary School ended with a parent conference. Mrs. Toner, the principal, told my mother and father I would never amount to anything because I fought too much, after which Mom decided I had to have more than sports and fights in my life, and convinced me to take ballroom dancing lessons. Nevertheless, junior high began with a fight in front of the school on day one. After that I stayed out of trouble and played sports in the seventh and eighth grades and on the Babe Ruth League teams in the summer.

			John Esposito, my dad’s cousin, along with Mike Mancini, coached the Visitations in the Mickey Lione Little League on the West Side of town. My dad would help out when he wasn’t working. When I was eight, I was the batboy. If the game got out of hand or someone didn’t show up, the coaches would let me play. It wasn’t much playing time, but it was a start. I was always the young kid playing with the older kids. Being the youngest gives you an ability to figure out what the older ones are doing.

			Little League was great fun. I made the All-Star team as both an eleven-year-old and twelve-year-old. I threw a no-hitter in All-Star play and won the city championship. Friends I made in Little League have lasted a lifetime: Frankie Abbott, Jim Zannino, Ken Dolan, Darrell Atterberry, and more. Crosstown rivals would become lifelong friends. Bobby Castrignano, Bennett Salvatore, and so many more of the friends I have today were guys I wanted to beat in these crosstown rivalries. One of my best friends today, Joe Chiappetta, played in the National Little League with the best player in town, Jimmy Sabia.

			I think I was the first thirteen-year-old to make the All-Star team in the Babe Ruth League. I was in the ninth grade when I played for Rippowam High School. I was probably the only junior in high school to play in the Cape Cod League. I was a nineteen-year-old in the major leagues, and I was only thirty-five when I became a big-league manager.

			Being younger than everyone else is a theme. It’s also a badge of honor. Two of the other themes in this book are that I had mentors who helped me, and that I was really, really lucky. Serendipitous things happened in my life that I had no control over—I had nothing to do with them—but I was the benefactor.

			When I was thirteen, I moved up to Babe Ruth, a league for thirteen- to fifteen-year-olds. The coach of my Holy Name team was Stanley Barosky. The All-Star coach was John “Sharkey” Laureno, a legendary figure in Stamford. Sharkey had coached the Stamford team that won the first three Babe Ruth League World Series in 1952, ’53 and ’54. When the team arrived in Austin, Texas, for the 1955 championship, Sharkey was told his two black players weren’t allowed to stay at the same hotel as the white kids. Sharkey would always say with pride that he kept the team together and arranged to have them stay at Bergstrom Air Force Base.

			We learned more baseball fundamentals from Sharkey and his two assistants, Al Judge and Stosh Barosky—my brother married his daughter—than most kids in the majors know today. We also learned from Sharkey that talent topped race. It was a very important lesson that has always stayed with me.

			Sharkey Laureno graced my life by almost adopting me. He took me in as a player when I was thirteen. He was spectacular to me, and with him as my coach I somehow was able to make the Babe Ruth League All-Star team my first year, even though I had just moved from sixty-foot bases to ninety-foot bases. All of a sudden it was a whole different world.

			The team got really hot when I was fourteen. We had Jimmy Sabia, the best pitcher in town. Jimmy and Joey Chiappetta had played on the best Little League team, but now we were teammates. I played center field and batted third. I stole bases, hit home runs, and racked up hits. I also pitched. At fourteen, I was coming into my own and had a really big year. I could run faster than everyone else, and I began to get a lot of publicity.

			We beat Torrington, Connecticut, for the state championship, then went to Sanford, Maine, for the New England championships. We traveled on a school bus driven by Al Lopiano, who owned the greatest hot dog and hamburger joint in Stamford, called Al’s Doghouse. For years, when a Babe Ruth team traveled out of the city, Al drove. We stopped at the best places: A&W had great root beer and hot dogs. It was a tremendous bonding experience. The bus rides were a prelude to my bus rides in the minor leagues. Our parents would follow the bus in a caravan of cars.

			We won the regional championship in Maine, and then flew on United Airlines to Woodland, California, for the Babe Ruth League World Series. When we got there, we stayed in foster homes.

			We lost by a close score in the first game, and then we played a team from Klamath Falls, Oregon. We’d never heard of Klamath Falls. They must not play much baseball there, we surmised.

			We were wrong. I pitched, walked the ballpark, and gave up a couple of home runs. It was the only time in Sharkey Laureno’s career that he was second-guessed, because he didn’t pitch Jimmy Sabia. He was holding Jimmy back so he could pitch against Ken Brett’s El Segundo, California, team, the favorite going in.

			Ken Brett, George Brett’s older brother, was a very mature fifteen-year-old who pitched a no-hitter and hit a couple of home runs to win the tournament.

			The loss was heartbreaking, but the event was unforgettable. There was a parade. We sat in convertibles going down the main street. A couple of big-leaguers threw out the first pitch. And even though I blew that last game, I was named to the all-tournament team. After, we got to go to Disneyland and to Dodger Stadium, and over the years all the guys would comment and reflect that it was one of the greatest experiences of their lives. Mine, too. While in COVID lockdown, I located a box of old tapes with footage from the Babe Ruth League and dance clips which can be seen on YouTube. Ha!

			Growing up, playing sports at school was what was most important to me. I was just a kid as events swirled around me, taking me on a path that, left to my own devices, I could never have imagined. My good luck continued in a big way when the city of Stamford closed my junior high the summer between eighth and ninth grades. Because of that, I went to high school as a ninth-grader, which wasn’t as common then as it is now.

			As an eighth-grader I played baseball for Cloonan, the most diverse junior high school in town. The kids from my side of town—working-class Italians, Polish kids, and African Americans—all went to Cloonan. Ordinarily, after graduating from the ninth grade we were scheduled to go to Stamford High School, but when Cloonan closed in 1964, the students were dispersed to other schools. The ninth-graders were split between two high schools: Stamford High and Rippowam. The other option was Stamford Catholic High, but the entrance test fell on the same day as the international ballroom dance championships in Miami, Florida. I chose to dance in the competition. The nun in charge of testing would not reschedule, thus making the decision for me to go to public high school.

			My desire was to attend Rippowam High School and play baseball for Ron Parente. The problem was that I didn’t live in the Rippowam district. It wasn’t going to be easy for us to find a legal way for me to go there. My dad never, ever wanted to do anything wrong. He never drove over the speed limit and never did anything that could be considered unlawful by anyone. He was from that generation of Italians who were going to stay in line and always do the right thing. Looking back, I was in awe of him. He never smoked, never drank, and I hardly ever heard him curse until I was an adult. Even then it was limited. He adored my mom and really cared and lived for Joe and me.

			Once Sharkey Laureno and Ron Parente convinced my dad and mom that it was important for me to go to Rippowam and play for Ron, my dad decided to sell our house and move into the Rippowam district.

			My cousin Richie agreed to buy our house for $19,000. Richie, unfortunately, didn’t have enough for the down payment, though he promised he would have it in a year. So in order to go to Rippowam legally, my freshman year I lived with my grandparents at 25 Irving Avenue in Southfield Village, a government housing project on the Rippowam side of the line. I gave my grandparents’ address as my home, and I lived with them a lot that year.

			Looking back at what was the nexus of my success, I still wonder, How did that happen? Because it turned out that Ron Parente was absolutely the perfect person for me to have as a coach and mentor. He was an Italian who had played Triple-A baseball and had a dignified and scholarly demeanor. He understood my situation better than I, and I thought it was cool that some of his friends were the Jewish teachers from the high school, one of whom was the football coach, Al Shanen.

			Al and his wife Barbara, and Al’s sister Sondra Melzer and her husband Frank, a local lawyer, pretty much adopted me. Sondra, just about the most spectacular woman who ever lived, was the head of the English department. Sondra convinced me to take Latin for four years so I could get good scores on the SAT tests. She convinced me to go out for the lead in the class play so I would have diversity in my life and be more than a jock. These wonderful people were more than part of my family. They cared for me as much as they cared for their own children. Their kids even resented me a little bit for it, as they should have.

			They cared for me. They knew I had potential but needed their help to attain success, and they wanted me to be well-rounded, and I took their lead. Being a jock was easy for me. All that other stuff was hard. But I had goals I doubt I could have achieved without them. I wanted to score high on the SATs. I wanted to be recruited by Yale. I wanted to get into Dartmouth or the University of Pennsylvania. Not for me—I wasn’t that excited about the Ivy League—but for them. They put in the time. They deserved the reward.

			I tried to be as diverse as I could. There was a time when I thought I would be a lawyer, which was Sondra Melzer’s vision for me. I also wanted to be a professional dancer. I started in Bill DeFormato’s dance school in 1962. Bill paired me with an older girl, Pam Dempsey, and we started to win contests. We won a regional contest, went to the Nationals, and then the Internationals at the Fontainebleau hotel in Miami. We got to perform at the opening of the New York World’s Fair in 1964. Six couples practiced for a month in synchronized fashion performing the Viennese waltz to “Moon River.” We were outstanding and received a standing ovation. Pam and I talked of entering a contest at Coney Island, where the winning team received a fifty-dollar prize, until Parente interjected.

			“You might not be able to play college sports if they consider dancing a sport and you get paid for it,” he said. The risk was too great, he said. I didn’t enter.

			I had played very little competitive football before entering Rippowam. My football career was supposed to start in the Pop Warner League. I went through all the practices, and then the day before the first game, the coach demanded that everyone get a crewcut. I had a big wavy pompadour that I really liked, and I told my father I wasn’t going to cut it or show up for the game. He didn’t object, and I did not play.

			The only football I played prior to high school was at Southfield Park with the older guys, mostly because they owned a football. Sandlot football is tackle without equipment, and it was nice that my brother and his friends let me play. I never got hurt badly because I was faster and quicker than just about anyone else there. I didn’t get tackled very often.

			Al Shanen convinced Ron and my dad that high school football was safe and I should play. He was a great coach and a better salesman. Most ninth-graders played on the JV team, but Parente, the varsity baseball coach, and Shanen, the varsity football coach, were close, and together they decided that to keep me from getting injured, I would not play on the JV team. Instead, I dressed for the varsity games so I could learn all of Al’s plays. I played little, but the first time I got in a game, I returned a kickoff for a touchdown against Staples High School.

			I started on the varsity baseball team at shortstop, which Ron felt was my best position. I became the first freshman ever selected as an all-county shortstop, so Ron’s judgment was validated. I was playing with kids who were as much as three years older. I was so young and lucky, because the captains—Kip Atfield, a home-run hitter who later became a vice president in the Tandy Corporation, and Dennis Eveleigh, who became a Connecticut Supreme Court justice—were really good to me. They enjoyed my being part of the team when they easily could have been resentful, because it was their team and I was the new guy. It was okay for me to lead the baseball team in hitting.

			I came into my own as a football player my sophomore year, playing with a great group of upperclassmen. In the first game, I scored four touchdowns. I scored twenty-four touchdowns that year and made first-team all-state. Our chief crosstown rival, Stamford Catholic, was also undefeated. This created an interesting dynamic in town. We hadn’t played each other that year. Our last game that year was against Notre Dame of West Haven, which we won 50–16. I scored four touchdowns. I like to think that’s why we were awarded the Waskowitz Trophy, given out by the New Haven Register to the best football team in the state.

			Our baseball team continued to improve in my sophomore year. But more importantly, the stage was set for a football showdown in the fall. Rippowam and Stamford Catholic were undefeated again at the end of my junior season. The Fairfield County high schools were divided into two divisions, East and West. Rippowam won the West and Catholic High won the East. After we had each completed two undefeated seasons, we would now meet for the conference championship.

			We played at Boyle Stadium in front of 12,000 people, the biggest crowd I’d ever played in front of. We could hardly get the team bus to the stadium. Playing Catholic High was like playing Notre Dame. They had a large squad of fifty. Their coaches, Bobby Horan and Lenny Rivers, were excellent. The legendary Mickey Lione, Jr. was on their sidelines. They had ponchos for the cold, in the colors of the Green Bay Packers, and the priests were there on the sidelines cheering them on.

			We were a rather new school, started in 1961. The city was growing, and to meet the needs, Rippowam became the second public high school in town. We were only a six-year-old program.

			In the first half, our quarterback, Johnny Baran, who was also a defensive back, broke his ankle but continued to play. Johnny was a good guy, someone who would do anything for the team. His primary target was Tom McCrocklin, a spectacular athlete who went on to play basketball at the University of Connecticut.

			Darrell Atterberry was the heart of our defense. He also played offensive guard. Most of us played both offense and defense. Darrell was my close friend from Little League since age ten. He was the only black player on the All-Star team. At the beginning of the second half, he was knocked silly with a concussion, which impaired his life going forward. Darrell loved to stick his head into the runner, and on a screen pass with three blockers in front of the runner, Darrell broke up the lead blockers and made the tackle. The Catholic players had yellow helmets, and Darrell was hit helmet-to-helmet, ending up with the biggest paint mark on his helmet we had ever seen. He didn’t play the second half; he was marching up and down the sideline wondering what day of the week it was. I wish we had known then what we know now about head injuries. Darrell was the co-captain and my best friend, and this was the first time we were not on the field together in over two seasons.

			At the half we were winning 6–0. The only touchdown we scored was when a lineman recovered a fumble in the end zone. We almost scored a second touchdown when I fumbled and Joey Chiappetta recovered it in the end zone. It should have been a touchdown, but the referee ruled my knee was down before I fumbled.

			In the second half, with our defense weakened, Stamford Catholic came out throwing screen passes over our linebackers, and we lost 32–6. They were state champs. The interesting thing about the game, when you looked at the total yardage, it was about the same. But the better team won. Guys that played in that game have had a lifelong bond. Some of my best friends today, including Rick Robustelli and Bennett Salvatore, played that day for Stamford Catholic.

			My junior year for baseball was 1967. The other memorable activity that year for me was taking the advice of Sondra Melzer and winning the lead in the play The Teahouse of the August Moon. Marlon Brando was the lead in the film version. The role was that of a Japanese interpreter for the U.S. military during the American occupation of Okinawa after World War II. My name was Sakini, and some of my lines were spoken in Japanese. How ironic it was that I later would spend seven years in Japan with a Japanese interpreter at my side while I was trying to occupy the world of Japanese baseball.

			I was planning on spending the summer playing in the newly formed Senior Babe Ruth League. Instead, my lucky star was shining bright, and I spent that summer playing in the prestigious Cape Cod Baseball League, a summer league for the best college players in the country. I might not have been the only high school kid to play in the history of the league—Tom Grieve may have as well—but there weren’t many of us.

			Billy O’Connor, a great basketball player from Stamford and, at the time, an assistant basketball coach at Providence College, was home for Easter break. Billy was the nephew of Andy Robustelli, the All-Pro and Hall of Fame defensive end and later general manager of the New York Giants, who lived in Stamford. Every Italian and most Stamfordites worshiped the ground he walked on. Billy invited the assistant baseball coach at Providence, Lou Lamoriello, to come to dinner at Andy’s house. Lou went on to have a Hall of Fame career in hockey, winning three Stanley Cup championships as general manager of the New Jersey Devils. Today he is GM of the New York Islanders. Anyway, during dinner Andy convinced Lou to stay an extra day to watch Bennett Salvatore, who would later marry one of Andy’s daughters, play a baseball game. I was on the other team.

			Lou, who was twenty-four, was going to be the first-year manager of the South Yarmouth Indians team in Cape Cod. I had one of those days, hitting and running and making plays. At game’s end, Lou found my mom and dad, and he proposed that I play for him that summer. I’m sure my dad had no idea where Cape Cod was. My mom might have had an idea, only because my Aunt Doris might have mentioned it once or twice.

			We didn’t give him an immediate answer. Ron Parente had to give his blessing, but before I knew it, my dad was dropping me off to play baseball with college stars in Yarmouth, Massachusetts.

			It was a glorious summer. I hung around with the college guys, though I hardly did anything they did. They took care of me. Buddy Pepin, our second baseman from UConn, made sure if I was making a road trip in the trunk of a car that I wasn’t left there during batting practice. I lived with a family for two months and roomed with Dan DeMichele, the first baseman from Harvard who also played hockey. Dan had a car, so I could get to practice.

			One of the memorable people I played against was Thurman Munson. He was with Chatham, a team that also featured UConn pitcher Ed Baird. In one of my first games, Baird was pitching and Thurman was catching. Their center fielder was George Greer, an All-American, also from UConn, who had an illustrious college coaching career at Wake Forest and then went on to become the hitting coach for the St. Louis Cardinals. George was batting third, and I was in center field, and I made a good running catch in left-center, right against the fence, to end the inning.

			I was leading off the next inning and standing beside the batter’s box, timing Baird as he was warming up, just as we did in high school. As Thurman threw a ball back, he said, “Don’t stand there and time the pitcher, because this pitcher might hit you in the head if you keep timing him like that.”

			“Yes, sir,” I said.

			Baird threw six or seven warm-up pitches. While Thurman was throwing them back, he never shut up.

			“Hey,” he said, “I hear you’re a high school kid, and that was a really good catch you made, and hey, you know what I want you to do?”

			“What?” I said.

			“Next inning when I get up, go stand where you made that catch. I’m going to hit one over your head.”

			As he’s talking to me, I’m thinking, Catchers aren’t supposed to talk to me. He’s on the other team.

			I grounded out, and when I came back to the bench, I said to Buddy Pepin, “Who’s the catcher? God, he talks a lot.”

			Buddy told me his name, but it was such a foreign-sounding name I paid no attention.

			I took the field the next inning. The first hitter hit the first pitch deep into left-center. I ran to make the catch but soon realized that it was going out of the park. I slowed down and looked back at the infield. The batter was rounding second base looking out at me. I caught his eye and realized it was the catcher. When I got back to the bench, I asked Buddy again what the guy’s name was. “Thurman Munson,” he repeated. I never forgot his name again.

			I didn’t write many letters that summer, but I wrote one to one of my best friends and high school teammate, Joe Chiappetta, and I told him about this player who called his shot. Fast-forward to the early 2000s, when I was awarded the Thurman Munson Award at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel. I told the story, and Thurman’s wife Diana was in tears. Diana told me later that Thurman often told that story, though few believed him and thought he was making it up. Thirty years later I was telling the world it was true.

			The next time I heard his name was in June the following year. We turned on the news late at night on Channel 11, WPIX, and that’s when I heard the Yankees had drafted Thurman Munson.

			“Dad,” I said, “that’s the catcher from Cape Cod who said he would hit a home run over my head, and then did.”

			The night before I played my last football game against Stamford High, Darrell Atterberry, our co-captain, and I took my brother’s car and went to the pep rally in their auditorium. We looked through the doors, and my likeness, complete with uniform, was being hanged on the stage. Everyone was cheering as the Stamford players each punched the Valentine dummy. I was infuriated, and as I drove Darrell to his home, we vowed to each other that they were going to pay a price.

			To prevent injury, Coach Shanen had limited how many times I was allowed to carry the ball. As we were leaving Rippowam to get on the bus to go to Stamford High, I said to Al, “Coach, please, let me carry the ball thirty times today. I want to score six touchdowns.” As it turned out, I scored six touchdowns, every way you could score one—ran back a kickoff, returned a punt, caught a pass, ran through the line of scrimmage—and the first time I touched the ball was an intercepted pass that I ran in for a touchdown.

			With five minutes elapsed in the third quarter, I came out of the game. The more important game, however, was a rematch against Stamford Catholic. We were ahead 12–0, and in the last five minutes they scored two touchdowns on Bennett Salvatore passes. We lost 16–12. I rushed for over 200 yards and left it all on the field, but it wasn’t enough.

			My senior year I was getting a lot of attention with scholarship offers, and with my flying around the country to visit colleges, I was the target of criticism the second half of the season. I was accused of being selfish. The publicity was getting to be too much. I didn’t like the feeling. I was getting too much attention, so during the last three or four games when Coach Shanen would call my number near the goal line, I would switch positions with the other halfback and let him go in for the touchdown. Bruce Alter, our quarterback, would give the ball to Anthony Zezima or Bob Palo. After we scored, Coach Shanen would take us aside, ask us what we were doing, and scream at us for changing the play, even though our intentions were good.

			For three years I was inundated with college scholarship offers. They didn’t come to me. Al Shanen conducted all of the college recruitment that I went through, talked to the college coaches, planned the trips, and booked me on flights so I could visit and get back in time for the game. Al, his sister Sondra, and my mom were secretaries bringing order to my life for almost two years. Al read every letter, and there were hundreds of them. He weeded out the weak and presented me with those he felt were important. Notre Dame, Miami, Nebraska, and USC, along with many of the Ivy and ACC schools, were given high priority.

			As though my life wasn’t busy enough with sports, AP courses, ballroom dancing, and learning lines for school plays, I also had the interests normal to most teenagers. My first girlfriend was an Italian girl, Ana Romano. She was a spectacular person who was ready to give up her life to be my sidekick. Ana lived in one of the government projects in Stamford. Her dad was a police officer. Her mom was a wonderful stay-at-home mom, a great cook, and a great person. Ana invited me to the Sadie Hawkins dance, but a girl asking a boy on a date was not something my mom approved of. As a result, our relationship was always a bit secretive. We dated until I was twenty and I then had to make a decision between her and my other high school sweetheart, Roxana Sisson. But Ana shines brightly in my heart to this day.

			Roxy was the head cheerleader. She was slender, attractive, and lived in a world that was foreign to me. Her dad was a Dartmouth grad who worked in corporate America. Her mom was an elementary school teacher in Stamford. Her grandmother was an amazing woman from the other side of the tracks. Roxy was Protestant, and her family did not have the same immigrant background as mine. Nonetheless, we both respected each other’s backgrounds and were excited by the mix of our differences. Her family’s biggest holiday was Thanksgiving. Their house was one hundred years old, and there was heirloomed silverware on the table and books all over the place. They recognized the authors and quoted some poetry, and it was a world I wanted to understand with her, so she was my conduit. Roxy was such an absolutely amazingly smart gal, and she was intrigued by the side of the tracks I came from. She embraced my ethnicity, and she and her parents loved my mom and dad, even though my mom and dad didn’t totally understand their world.

			There was actually a third girl in my young dating life: Diane Martino, whom I took to the junior prom. She was the daughter of a bank president. Amazingly, many decades later I connected with her daughter, who coaches basketball at Sacred Heart University. Diane and I are friends to this day.

			Roxy and I married, then divorced, but Roxy has always been in my life. Even after our divorce, she was loyal and supportive during the difficult period of my shattered leg and medical malpractice situation, but more about that later.

			I graduated from Rippowam in June of 1968. My parents threw me the party of the decade, with a big white sheet cake large enough to feed a couple hundred guests. They wrapped hundreds of sandwiches and hired a live band, making it a night to remember for me and all my friends.

			It was the Sixties. I was doing a lot, and it was all turning out very, very well.

			





Chapter 2

			College Bound

			I’d been accepted to every university I applied to, and now it was decision time. In addition to my athletics, I was in the Key Club, the Junior Kiwanis Club doing good things in and for the community, and I was president of the student body. I was the lead in the class play, and I was the only three-time all-state football player and four-time all-county baseball player in Connecticut history. I also set state records in the 60- and 300-yard dashes in indoor track. My College Boards were 1260. It was four years of Latin along with college-prep math that earned me the good scores on the Boards. During my junior and senior years, I was always scouted during my baseball games. I think my last baseball game was about a week before the 1968 professional draft.

			I visited three Ivy League schools: Dartmouth, Penn, and Yale. I met with Dartmouth head football coach Bob Blackman primarily because I was dating Roxy, and her dad, Dale, had gone there. I was also recruited by Bobby Odell, the University of Pennsylvania coach. Penn had a really good football team, and Franklin Field was one of those stadiums that stuck out in my mind as a cool place, cooler than the Yale Bowl. Two owners of major league baseball teams recommended that I go to Penn. Each said I should go to college rather than sign professionally—that I should get my education first. One was Dodger owner Walter O’Malley, who went to Penn and was doing his alumni duty, and the other was Michael Burke, the president of the Yankees.

			Mr. Burke invited me to come to Yankee Stadium to watch a game. He said he had heard I was a Yankee fan, and he wanted to treat me to a Yankee game and try to convince me to go to the University of Pennsylvania, even though my dream was to play for the Yankees. Stamford wasn’t far from New York, and the Yankee scouts had been all over me, as had been the Mets scouts.

			When Mr. Burke and I talked on the phone, he said, “Tell me who your favorite Yankee is.”

			“Of course it’s Mickey Mantle,” I said.

			“I will arrange for a photograph of you and Mickey,” he said.

			My Uncle John was so excited he drove down to Canal Street in the city to buy me a sport coat to wear to Yankee Stadium. It became family legend that he came home with two sport coats for seven dollars. They wanted five dollars for one, and he got two for seven. So, for the first time, I wore a sport coat when I got into the town car that Mr. Burke sent for me, and I wore that sport coat while I stood behind the batting cage with the president of the team and watched the Yankees take batting practice.

			Mr. Burke brought players over. I got to meet Bobby Richardson, the Yankees second baseman, and shortstop Tony Kubek. He brought over Joe Pepitone, the first baseman, as well.

			Finally, Mickey came out of the dugout. It was a day game, and Mickey wasn’t at his best late in his career during day games. He wasn’t going to stand out in the sun for an hour before the game, that’s for sure. He took a little batting practice, and when Mike called him over, Mickey ignored him and walked toward the dugout.

			“Mickey, Mickey, Mickey,” Mike was saying. The photographer, who was also waiting for Mickey so he could take our picture, ran and caught Mickey before he entered the dugout, tugged on Mickey’s sleeve, and brought him over to me. Mickey put his arm around my shoulder, and just as the photographer snapped the picture, he bent over and whispered in my ear, “I hope you have to go through this shit someday, kid.”

			Later we became friends. This photo of Mickey whispering in my ear sat at center stage in my uncle’s gas station and in my folks’ home.

			Calvin Hill was the star running back when I visited Yale. Joe Chiappetta came with me, and as we drove to New Haven, I asked him what the big to-do was about going to an Ivy League school. I was getting a great education about higher ed, but I did not quite understand the difference between Ivy and all the others. Joe’s sister was older and went to college and was valedictorian of her class and only hung out with kids who were thinking of going to college, so Joe got it, and he kept telling me why college was so important, trying to convince me to go to Yale.

			We were sitting in the stands during the game against Harvard, and I said to Joe, “What do you think?”

			“What do you mean, ‘What do I think?’” he said.

			“Do you think I should go to Yale?”

			“I wouldn’t hesitate,” Joe said. “Are you nuts? This is Yale. Do you see this stadium? You’re going to be playing football in this league, which is the Ivy League, and you’re going to break every record there is. You’re going to start as a freshman and you’re going to play four years, and everyone in this stadium is going to know who you are. Plus, you’re going to get a great education.”

			After the game, we were taken into the locker room to meet Carmen Cozza, the Yale football coach. He introduced me to the admissions director, who said to me, “We really want you here. There’s a seat in the class if you want it.” Coach Cozza also brought over their star running back, Calvin Hill. He looked at me and said that Yale was the greatest place to go to school. We were very impressed.

			On my way to South Bend, Indiana, to visit Notre Dame, I made a stop at the University of Michigan, where I was greeted by head baseball coach Moby Benedict. In all, I made about twenty different college visits, and each time I was greeted by the head coach, including Bear Bryant at Alabama, which was like going to the president’s office. I went because Al Shanen told me to go, and when I got to Tuscaloosa, I was surprised to find that Alabama was, well, Alabama. Coach Bryant wasn’t wearing his houndstooth hat that I later saw him wear at games, but he was smoking a cigar. I had never seen Alabama play on television prior to my visit. I hadn’t seen most of the colleges, because on Saturday afternoons I was playing football.

			In Alabama, I felt like I was in a foreign country. The players’ accents were really thick, as were the accents of Bear and his coaches. I don’t think I understood one thing anybody said to me the entire weekend. I just did a lot of nodding.

			I’ll translate what I think Bear said. “We don’t have many guys from the North playing on our team, but you could be one of them.” When I arrived in South Bend for a Saturday-and-Sunday quick trip, I got off the bus and was met by a group of players. I was surprised that Ara Parseghian, the Notre Dame head coach, wasn’t there. The guys who met me took me to a cool bar, all hardwood. Joe Theismann, their future star quarterback, sat across from me having a beer.

			On Sunday I went to Mass and then went back to the student union to have breakfast. Ara walked in, came over and introduced himself, welcoming me and thanking me for coming. He praised my football ability and told me if I came to Notre Dame, I could start as a sophomore.

			“You probably wonder why I didn’t meet you the first day you were here,” he said.

			“I was wondering about that,” I said, “because my Aunt Angie is a really big fan, and she really wants your autograph.”

			I was holding a napkin I wanted him to sign, but he pulled out a small photograph of himself, signed it for Aunt Angie, and handed it to me.

			“Bob,” he said, “I want you to understand why I didn’t meet you yesterday, and why I didn’t pamper you the way the other coaches I’m sure did.”

			I sat there enthralled.

			“Because we believe here at Notre Dame that you don’t have to sell a Cadillac, and we are the Cadillac.”

			It was very impactful.

			It was a snow-covered morning when Ara and I walked out of the student union to meet the man who was going to drive me to the airport. The snow was piled high on each side of the walkway, and as we walked down the stairs, I saw two lines of students standing there. There were six on one side and six on the other. When I walked among these students, I could see that they were among the biggest people I had ever seen in my life.

			As I stood amidst this mass of humanity, Ara said to me, “Other than us being the Cadillac, there is another reason for you to come to Notre Dame. Because when you’re here”—on cue, the players on the left side of the sidewalk turned so that I was looking at their backs—“if you come to play at Notre Dame, you’ll be looking at the backs of these guys. They are our offensive line.” I couldn’t see over them. Each looked to be over nine hundred pounds. Ara said, “And remember, if you decide to go to that school behind the highway on the West Coast”—he knew I was considering USC—“you’ll be looking at the front of these guys. They are our defensive line.” The players on the opposite side were just as big, if not bigger.

			Ara shook my hand and hugged me. “I’ll see you at the Waldorf for our alumni event,” he said.

			I was interested in going to the University of Southern California because Rod Dedeaux, the head baseball coach, had reached out to Ron Parente, my high school baseball coach, and told him he had a great relationship with John McKay, the USC football coach. Rod said they had decided that if I came to USC, I would be allowed to play freshman baseball and would not have to attend spring football practice. The coming season in 1968 was the first year that NCAA Division I freshman would be allowed to play varsity sports. John McKay wrote me to say I was the first high school football player east of the Mississippi that he was recruiting.

			Wow, I thought, this seems to fit. And when I got out there, it fit. USC was different from any other college I had visited. After landing at LAX, I was driven to campus, and on the way, I noticed that USC was adjacent to Watts, where there had been riots the year before. I was surprised, because in my mind I saw USC as being the most glorious place in the world. There were burned-down buildings a couple of blocks from campus. On the other side of campus was fraternity row, with the beautiful fraternity and sorority houses that glittered and looked ritzy, like homes in New Canaan. I saw the magnificent Coliseum, which fed my dreams of running in the Olympics, and I saw the football players playing choose-up basketball games and having great fun.

			When I went to football practice, I was given USC shorts and track shoes my size. SC was the only place that I was asked to show my ability. I went to the track and got to hand off a baton to Earl McCullouch, lead-leg runner on USC’s world record-setting 4 X 110-yard relay team, and later a star for the Detroit Lions in the NFL. I went to a game and got to watch O. J. Simpson play. I knew who O. J. Simpson was. He had just scored three TDs against Notre Dame on national TV, and Howard Cosell mentioned him as a Heisman candidate. I sat in the USC student section of the Coliseum, and O. J. had a hell of a game. Afterward, Coach McKay promised me that if I came to SC, he would give me O. J.’s number and position. I am sure, now, that he told that to all the recruits. I met O. J., and we walked around campus together. For a high school senior, this felt like I had come to heaven.

			I was dropped off at a fall baseball game and was introduced to USC catcher Steve Sogge, who also was a quarterback on the football team. He was playing two sports, which I was hoping to do.

			While I was sitting in the stands waiting for the game to end, an older, round-faced man came over and tapped me on the shoulder. He said, “Hey, are you Bobby Valentine?”

			“Yeah, I am.”

			“Good,” he said. “Take my card and take this.”

			He handed me a little transistor radio with the word “Dodgers” inscribed on the front of it.

			“Don’t tell anyone where you got this,” he said, “but the Dodgers really like you.”

			“Thanks a lot,” I said.

			When I went home, I gave the transistor radio to my Aunt Doris, who lived across the street from us and was a big Dodger fan. I hated the Dodgers. I was a Yankee fan. The first bet I ever made was when I was a seventh-grader at Cloonan Junior High School. The Dodgers were playing the Yankees in the 1963 World Series. During recess, a big-mouthed kid was running around the gym yelling, “The Dodgers are going to sweep the Yankees! The Dodgers are going to sweep the Yankees!”

			My cousin Donnie, who knew I, too, had a big mouth, said to me, “Tell him they won’t sweep the Yankees, Bobby.”

			I told him that, and he said to me, “I’ll tell you what. I’ll bet you five dollars that the Dodgers sweep the Yankees.”

			I had never had five dollars on my person in my life. I had coins to buy a quart of milk and a pack of cigarettes for my mom, but five dollars wasn’t happening. Even so, I stuck out my chest and stuck out my hand, not really knowing what a handshake and a bet meant, and shook his hand.

			I watched with trepidation the final two games of the 1963 World Series in our little living room, with our little rabbit-eared black-and-white TV with the aluminum foil on the ends, which my father could masterfully point in the right directions to get the picture. As the twenty-seventh out of the fourth and final game was made, the phone rang. Before I could get to it, my father answered, and he said, “I can’t believe what you are saying. But you will get your money.” He hung up.

			That was the first and last time that my dad had to explain to me there were consequences for actions. I can feel the impact of his belt on my butt right now! Every Monday, I took fifty cents to school to give to that kid, and I had him sign a piece of paper that he had received it. After ten weeks the debt was paid off, and from that day on I hated the Dodgers. This kid, Joey Ienner, later became my friend and fullback on the Rip football team.

			Not long after returning from my trip to California, I signed a letter of intent to go to USC. I was sitting with Al Shanen. Out of respect, he had me call Ara Parseghian. I didn’t have the money to make long-distance calls. I don’t know who paid for them, the school or Al. Either way, the adventure was over, and I was going to USC! The world was spinning fast.

			





Chapter 3

			I’m a Dodger

			I signed the letter of intent on February 20 and was given a full scholarship to play football and baseball at the University of Southern California. The scholarship included $1,800 per year for tuition, $1,100 for room and board, $33 health services fee, and $200-plus per year for “spring semester employment,” whatever that was. I was taking it all in. It was very exciting, and I tried to share the excitement with as many of my friends and family as possible.

			During this time, America was in turmoil. Martin Luther King was murdered on April 4, and Robert Kennedy assassinated on June 5. I was infatuated with the speaking ability of these great leaders, having watched their speeches on television with my family.

			On June 7, 1968, Major League Baseball held its amateur draft. I was three weeks into my eighteenth year. We were told the draft began at 6:00 p.m. and to be home that night in case the phone call came. There was no media coverage. We just sat and waited. At about 8:30 the phone rang, and I answered. The voice on the other end introduced himself as Fresco Thompson, vice president of the Los Angeles Dodgers. He said the hated Dodgers had just drafted me in the first round. “The scouting director will contact you tomorrow,” he said. Then he hung up.

			WOW! That was it!

			I learned that the New York Mets had picked first, taking Tim Foli. Oakland then took Dartmouth pitcher Pete Broberg. Houston took high school catcher Marty Cott third. The Yankees, the team I desperately wanted to play for, were next. To my disappointment, they also took a catcher, the chatterbox college kid out of Kent State whom I knew from the Cape Cod League—Thurman Munson. I was chosen fifth.

			Al Campanis, the newly appointed Dodgers general manager, flew to Connecticut the next day. Campanis had been scouting director before his promotion. The Stamford community was really excited for me, including Andy Robustelli, who was a few years away from his induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame. My dad reached out to Andy to help us with the negotiations. On June 17 I signed a contract for $65,000. To put things in perspective, my dad had bought his dream home two years prior for $29,000.

			I signed ten days after I was drafted, and the next day I flew from New York to Salt Lake City. I got off the plane, and a stocky, round-faced man who was vaguely familiar was there to greet me.

			“Remember me?” he said. “I’m the guy who gave you the transistor radio. I’m Tommy Lasorda, and I’m going to be your manager.”

			I arrived in Ogden at night, and Tommy drove me to the Ben Lomond Hotel. I went to my room, all excited that I would have a roommate. I opened the door and said, “Hey, I’m your roommate.”

			He was in bed, and I woke him up.

			“Who gives a shit?” he said. “I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

			Tom Paciorek had just played in the College World Series for the University of Houston, was an All-American football and baseball player in college, and the Dodgers’ fifth-round pick in the draft.

			In the morning, I went to see Lasorda, who had me call both Rod Dedeaux, the USC baseball coach, and John McKay, the football coach. Tommy was close friends with Rod.

			The conversation started with Tommy saying, “Rod, I got your boy.” There was laughter, and then he put me on the phone. The next day Tommy called Rod Dedeaux back to tell him the Dodgers had drafted another highly rated USC prospect, Bill Buckner, in the second round. Buck, like me, was just out of high school. He was a little older than me, but not by much. He had been really upset he wasn’t the number-one pick, and rightly so. He held out until I signed, to make sure he got every penny he could.

			My next calls were to my girlfriends, Roxy and Ana. I had to go to a phone booth with my coins, putting five quarters in the slot for the first three minutes. I would make a lot of phone calls to Ana and Roxy.

			Over the next few days, more Ogden players arrived. One of them was Steve Garvey, who was from Michigan State University. Steve showed up with all his shirts monogrammed SPG (Steven Patrick Garvey), either on the cuff or on the breast pocket. I had never seen a monogrammed shirt before. His shoes were always shined. My roomie, Tom Paciorek, had also gone to college, but I doubt if he had one pair of dress pants. He had shorts and t-shirts and a pair of running shoes that he wore every day. Garvey wore pressed and starched dress shirts when he traveled on the team bus. I don’t think he ever slept on the bus, because he didn’t want to wrinkle any of his shirts. I loved Garv. It was just who Garv was. I think of him as a friend today, but he sure was different. Garv had his act together, while the rest of us were trying to create our acts.

			There’s a backstory that is important for you to understand. The backstory is that the 1968 draft was being acclaimed as the greatest Dodger draft ever. In addition to Garvey (who had been the first pick in the supplemental draft), Buck, and me, we also had a high-draft-choice pitcher, Sandy Vance—a real hard thrower out of Stanford—and we had Paciorek, a hitting machine who left us halfway through the season for the A-League Dodger team in Bakersfield. This remarkable draft also included Ron Cey, Joe Ferguson, Geoff Zahn, Doyle Alexander, and Davey Lopes. Most believe this was the best draft in the history of MLB.

			The scouting director and the man who had orchestrated most of the 1968 draft was Al Campanis, and Al’s guy was Tommy Lasorda. Al had campaigned for Tommy to go from a Dodger scout to getting him the manager’s job in rookie ball with Ogden, even though a lot of the other members of the organization felt that Tommy’s persona wasn’t one the Dodgers wanted to emulate. Tommy wasn’t as flamboyant as Leo Durocher, but he was certainly as loud and provocative. Tommy was a loyal company guy, but he didn’t play by all the company rules.

			In contrast, the type of manager the stiff-collared, always-serious Dodger management seemed to prefer was the incumbent, Walter Alston. Owner Walter O’Malley believed in loyalty, and he gave Alston twenty-three consecutive one-year contracts. The prior manager, the feisty Charlie Dressen, was sick of being a lame duck with one-year deals, and after the 1953 season he demanded a three-year deal. O’Malley fired him and hired Alston. Alston was going to last forever on one-year contracts, because the Dodgers put trust in their people who were loyal. Alston signing a one-year contract was a sign of loyalty to O’Malley.

			The major players from the ’68 draft that Al Campanis oversaw were given over to Tommy, as manager of Ogden in the Pioneer League. Fresco Thompson, Campanis’s boss, was the man who had called to tell me I’d been drafted, but he’d since been diagnosed with cancer. Campanis, who went to college, took over, and he threatened the conservative nature of the Dodger brass that included O’Malley, Thompson, and Walter Alston. The reason: Campanis was putting his faith in wild child Tommy Lasorda to lead the charge with the new players from the draft.

			Tommy was involved with his team 24/7. At home we’d have early practice. Tommy would take a few of us out early—usually me, Buck, Paciorek, and Garvey, along with a few others mixed in every once in a while. In the morning, he’d throw batting practice for an hour. Then we’d go back and get lunch, maybe take a nap before going back to take batting practice and play a game at night.

			Tommy was something of a perfectionist. Our record was 39–25 in ’68. We won the Pioneer League championship on the last day of the season. During the season we lost three games in a row, and Tommy called a team meeting in the clubhouse.

			“Valentine,” he said, “if you don’t steal more bases, we’re not going to score more runs. Go out there, go on the first pitch, for Christmas sake. What the fuck are you waiting for? When someone’s on, drive in the goddamn run. How can you not?”

			He went around from player to player. We had a player by the name of Gary Pullins, who had just gotten back from a Mormon mission where he spent two years spreading the word of God. Pullins didn’t drink, smoke, or curse. He was the cleanest, coolest kid on the team. Tommy was screaming at each of his players, telling them what they weren’t doing right, what they should do or might do, and Pullins was the last player he addressed. Tommy hesitated for a second, then pointed, and he said, “And you, Pullins, I was just like you when I was your age.”

			We knew that wasn’t true, and we cracked up. No one cussed like Tommy—it just broke us all up. It was his way to go from being tense and everyone being yelled at and having your tail between your legs, to laughing and running out with your tail wagging.

			After that meeting, we went on a ten-game winning streak. That year Buck, Garv, and I played in nearly every game. Garvey hit .338 with 20 home runs, 59 RBIs, and 9 stolen bases. Buck hit .344 with 4 home runs, 41 RBIs, and 15 stolen bases. I hit .281 with 6 home runs, 26 RBIs, and 20 stolen bases. Tommy Paciorek hit .386, which is why he moved up to A-ball so quickly. Sandy Vance had the perfect Dodger name—part Sandy Koufax, part Dazzy Vance—and in ’68, pitching for Ogden, he won 14 games. He would have been a star for the Dodgers, but arm injuries ended his career too soon. All the while, we were being cheer-led by Lasorda.

			About halfway through the ’68 season, Tommy did something that shook the entire Dodger organization. At night Tommy would have dinner with his flock: Bill Buckner, Tom Paciorek, me, Steve Garvey often, and one or two other top players on the team. Buck and I were mainstays almost every night, and Paciorek was a regular until he was promoted to A-ball. At one of these dinners Tommy said to us, “Okay, you guys, here’s a homework assignment. When you go back to the hotel, I want you to write a letter to the major-leaguer who is at your position, and tell him to get ready to retire or play with another team, because you are on your way.”

			Billy Buckner and I were eighteen years old. The older guys were twenty-one, and our forty-one-year-old manager was telling us to write these inflammatory letters. Not for a second did we consider the consequences. We were just as brash as Tommy. Billy Buck dutifully wrote to Wes Parker, and believe it or not, that was as much a reason as any that Parker retired prematurely at age thirty. I wrote to center fielder Willie Davis. Steve Garvey’s father drove the Dodger bus in spring training and knew many of the Dodgers, so Steve decided against sending his letter. These letters would come back to haunt Buck, Paciorek, and, especially, me.

			We had no off-days. This is true in all the minor leagues. You play three games, get on the bus, and drive for hours to get to the next town. A lot of times we’d get there in the middle of the night, check into a hotel, try to get some sleep, and go to the ballpark. If you couldn’t sleep on the bus, you couldn’t play in the minor leagues. Often, I would sleep in the overhead luggage rack.

			During these trips Tommy began to create his reputation for getting free meals. He taught us the life lesson of using leverage. The bus would pull into a truck stop. Zack Minasian, our sixteen-year-old traveling secretary, trainer, and clubhouse boy, would enter the restaurant. He informed the restaurant manager that twenty-five hungry young men were ready to enter and have dinner. However, for that to happen, Zack would explain, he and the team manager would have to eat for free! It almost always worked.

			One night in rookie ball we were playing in Caldwell, Idaho, and a player on the Caldwell team was all over me, calling me every name in the book.

			“You’re not good enough to be the number-one draft choice,” he kept shouting.

			We were playing a doubleheader, and from the beginning of the first game through the end of the second game, as soon as I left the dugout, this guy started yelling.

			I was on third base, and Tommy was the third-base coach. This guy was screaming at me, and I said to Tommy, “I have to go get him.”

			“No, you can’t,” Tommy said. “You have to stay in the game.”

			We swept the double-dip, and I was out on the field shaking hands with my teammates. As I headed to the dugout, Tommy grabbed me by the shoulder and said, “You still want to go?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “I want him.”

			“Good,” he said. “Go out on the mound.”

			Tommy walked across the field, yelled to my tormentor and told him to go out on the mound. He lined our team along the first-base line. He lined their team along the third-base line.

			“You get over there. You get over here. No one is to step over the line,” Tommy said. Then he yelled, “You two guys, any time you’re ready, go at it.”

			This guy jumped into a karate stance, which I had never seen before. Immediately I bull-rushed him, tackled him, and got him on the ground. I was whacking him as Tommy yelled in my ear, “Hit him again! Hit him again!”

			Their manager, who had been in the locker room, came out, saw us fighting, and started yelling, “What’s going on?”

			“I’ll tell you what’s going on,” Tommy said to him. “My guy is kicking the shit out of your guy, and if you don’t get inside, I’m going to kick the shit out of you.”

			This was right after the game, while fans were still in the stands of this rickety Caldwell ball field at the fairgrounds. It became quite raucous, and we needed a police escort to get out of town.

			It’s the way baseball squabbles ought to be handled, Tommy and I agreed. Kind of like hockey.

			That season was just eating, sleeping, and playing baseball, and being entertained by Tommy—whether he was telling us the history of the game while we sat around, or while we were walking the streets of Ogden until the town’s curfew, as he told stories of good players and bad and entertained us with Dodger history. Tommy was totally captivating, and we were really lucky he was so engaged. He was totally into being our manager, mentor, and friend.

			Under Tommy we won the Pioneer League championship in 1968. I played center field and was named the MVP of the league.

			When the season ended, Buck and I enrolled at USC. I had to get there by the third of September to register myself. I had to sign my own checks in the presence of the registrar, because students were dodging the military draft. Buck and I flew to L.A. together and went to the campus. The admissions papers said we were to live in Trojan Hall, the dorm for the SC athletes. We went into the Trojan Hall lobby carrying our suitcases, walked up to the table where they were checking people in, and waited. The girl at the desk couldn’t find our names.

			“Are you on scholarship here at SC?” she asked.

			I was the one who did the talking because Billy Buck, a country boy from the wine country of Vallejo, California, was very shy.

			“We were on scholarship, but we signed professionally with the Los Angeles Dodgers,” I said.

			She wasn’t impressed at all.

			“If that’s the case,” she said, “you’re not staying in this dorm. Let me find out where you are.” After a half-hour wait, she said, “You’re at Tutten Hall.” She told Buck he was assigned to another off-campus dorm.

			My dorm was for international students, where almost no one spoke English, and it was off campus, as I discovered when I checked in. I had a Japanese roommate. Buck’s dorm also had a lot of foreign students. They had dumped us wherever they could find a bed. After a night in our new digs, we were both miserable. We were in the worst dorms on campus, and we had to make a move. I went to see Rod Dedeaux’s son Justin, an assistant coach on the baseball team.

			“The only option you have is to join a fraternity,” he said.

			Neither Buck nor I knew what a fraternity was. “Really?” I said. “Where are the fraternities?”

			“Go over to Twenty-Eighth Street and you’ll find them there,” he said. “It’s rush week. Good luck.”

			Buck and I went right over. The first house on the corner was the Sigma Chi house. Lunch was getting out, and the fraternity brothers were hanging out on the front stairs.

			“Hi guys,” I said. “We are here to join your fraternity.”

			We had no idea what it took to join a fraternity. We didn’t know about rushing and pledging and having all the brothers vote on you. We figured it was like a drinking club, where you just go down and join. They laughed at us.

			“You want to join somewhere,” one said, “go across the street and join there.”

			Across the street was a fraternity that had been suspended and kicked off campus. They had rooms for rent, and so we said, “The heck with it,” and rented a room.

			The entire time of rush we were living across the street from Sigma Chi, when an article came out in the Los Angeles Times that talked about the rookie seasons of Garvey, Buck, and me. We were the stars of the Dodger rookie Class of ’68, and the article touted this great Dodger draft. Someone from Sigma Chi read it and put the names and faces in the newspaper with the faces of the two guys living across the street, and the next day, as Buck and I were returning from class, we were met by four of the Sigma Chi brothers who asked us, “Why don’t you come for lunch?”

			We got to pledge and went through hell week. Some of the things I saw were hard to imagine. I saw Tim Rossovich, who had a ten-year career in the NFL and then became a movie actor, break the glass of a fire box, take the ax, and throw it from a second-floor window clean across the parking lot until it stuck in a palm tree, thirty feet up. Thirty years later the ax was still there. Mike Battle, who ran back punts for USC and later played for the New York Jets, ate glass. He took bites of glassware, chewing it in front of horrified onlookers. He slept on the floor next to Rossovich.

			Did you ever see the movie Animal House, where one of the brothers of the Delta house went into a dumpster to steal the purple mimeograph sheets used to print the final exam? The guy who did that first was in our fraternity, and he dropped out of school to start a printing business. His hell week nickname was Kinko. He was Greek. He had that black, wild, kinky hair. I never met him, but he turned out to be Paul Orfalea, who founded Kinko’s in 1970.

			I studied and played and had the good fortune of meeting Skip Farina, my lifelong fraternity big brother, and his good friend Mike Holmgren. The Sigma Chi fraternity also had four or five sons of the President’s Men, Nixon’s henchmen. Kurt Kalmbach, Herb Kalmbach’s son, was there, along with three or four others.

			I’ll never forget hell night. We were blindfolded, put in a car, driven a long way out into Topanga Canyon, and were told we had to get out of the car and “find the white cross of Sigma Chi.” What we were actually supposed to do was sit in solitude and understand the teachings of Sigma Chi.

			That wasn’t for me. I decided that I was going to find the white cross. I figured it was at the top of the mountain. Buck went one way, and I went another. In my loafers and slacks I climbed and climbed, until I found a helicopter pad with a huge wooden white cross on it. I was elated but stumped. How do I prove I found it? I thought. I found a rock and chipped off a piece of the wood. I then went running down the mountain to show the guys. I was sure my big brother Skip was going to be mightily impressed. Buck was in the car waiting.

			I opened the car door and said, “I found it.” I wish I had had a photograph of their faces when I said that.

			We drove back in silence and I wondered why I wasn’t being congratulated. Then my big brother turned around and said, “You weren’t supposed to find any fucking white cross, you moron.”

			“Oh,” I said. Finally, I got it.

			My first year at USC, I was like a duck out of water. When I arrived on campus and went to take my physical, I found out that the students whose names began with V weren’t scheduled until the second day. While I was hanging around, I poked my head in to where they were giving physicals, and one of the nurses said to me, “Are you free?”

			“Sure,” I said. “What is it?”

			“Can you run into the student union and get us a couple of cups of coffee?”

			“Sure,” I said, although I had no idea where the student union was. Quickly, though, I found it, and I brought back the coffee to the nurses.

			When I returned the next day, I got in line to take my physical. The same two nurses were there, and one said, “I’m happy you came back.”

			“Why?” I asked. “Do you need some more coffee?”

			“No,” she said. “My son was supposed to audition for a spot on The Dating Game, and he can’t make it. You seem like a nice young man. Would you like to go in his place?”

			I wasn’t a fan of The Dating Game, but it sounded like fun, so I agreed. I made a phone call and went down to interview for the show. Two other guys were also trying out. They played a fake game with a real audience, and I was thrown hypothetical questions about love and romance. I answered them, and the judges judged them, and I was told I had to wait and see whether I’d be called back.

			The call came into the pay phone of the fraternity house. One of the brothers, Mike Draculich, another friend of mine today, answered the phone. “You made The Dating Game,” he yelled down the hallway. “Put on a jacket and tie. You’re on next Tuesday.”

			My big brother, Skip Farina, drove me down to the studio in Burbank. There were three of us answering questions, and one girl asking them from behind the curtain. After answering four questions each, Jim Lange, the host, asked her, “Okay, who did you pick?” I was contestant number one, and she picked contestant number three, even though she cited my answer as the reason she picked him.

			I was backstage after the game, and one of the producers said to me, “You should have won. We’re going to have you back.” A couple days later they called and said, “We’re going to film the nighttime version, and you’re going to be one of the contestants.”

			The Dating Game aired several times during the day and once a week at night. Had I won the afternoon contest, my prize would have been a trip to Laguna Beach. I wound up winning the night contest, and my prize was a trip to Amsterdam, Rotterdam, and The Hague.

			This was a big deal with Roxy and Ana. They were terrified I was going to go on a trip to Europe with this beautiful girl. I won that night, but you can’t see the reruns of the show because Chuck Barris bought all the shows and he’s refused to release them. You cannot find The Dating Game on YouTube.

			I had to make the trip to Europe within a certain time limit, but during that short window I was studying at school and going to spring training. I had no chance to take it, so the girl ended up going with her boyfriend.

			During spring break, I went to spring training with the Dodgers, and then I went back to school to make sure I didn’t miss any classes. Billy Buckner was doing the same thing. We were two outliers, because he knew as little about college as I did, but we got good grades. I never got a grade lower than an A-minus. We knew we had to get good grades and stay in school to keep from going to Vietnam.
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UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA

DEPARTMENT OF INTERCOLLEGIATE ATHLETICS
CivERsITY PARK . 108 ANGRLES, CALIFORNLA s0u7

February 20, 1968 T 2675

Mr. Robert Valentine
735 Stil Iwater Road
Staaford, Connecticut

Dear Bob:
As 1 told you on the telephone, we are pleased to offer you a football

scholarship to the University of Southern Califoraia.
The scholarship is as fol lows:

(1) Full tuition $1800.00 per year
(2) Room & Board 1100200 per year
(3) Health service fees 33.00 per year

(4) Christnas vacation; period 200.00 + per year
between semester, spring
vacation employnent on
campus.

(5) Tutoring upon request

AIl our scholarships are for four years and naturally are not terminated
because of injury. Also you would be able to participate in both feot=
ball and baseball.

Our conference letter of Intent is not issued until early May; the national
letter comes out a short time later. You will receive both of these from

Ve only choose 24 men for our frosh sguads-thus you are one of a very
select group. 5

I'm planning on your visiting our campus March 8-9-10, as we discussed
on the phone. You will hear from me soon regarding the particulars of
this visit.

Bob, Coach McKay and our staff hope you will decide to wear the Cardinal
and Gold of the Trojans.

Sincerely,

e

PHIL KRUEGER
Assistant Football Coach

PK/en





