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“Real family does not come from your blood. It is the people standing beside you when no one else is.”

—Anonymous


FOREWORD



JOE TORRE HELD the 2017 Home Run Derby trophy and was ready to hand it over to the winner, and I stood next to him, microphone in hand, prepared to begin the presentation ceremonies for ESPN. But there was problem: the guy who had earned the trophy wouldn’t join us.

“Where is Judge?” the producer asked from the production truck, the angst in his voice growing. “Where is Judge?!”

I turned and looked for the slugger, who is hard to miss at 6-foot-7, 282 pounds—the largest position player in Major League Baseball history. He was standing about 30 feet away from me and Joe, his eyes scanning the scrum of people around him. He was also looking for somebody—Danilo Valiente, the Yankees’ batting practice pitcher who had thrown to him during the Derby. Aaron Judge would not begin the ceremony until Valiente joined him.

Soon enough, Valiente was at Judge’s side, and our TV team could move forward again. Torre handed the trophy over to the slugger. But of all that happened on this evening, from Judge’s remarkable splurge of homers to his diminishment of the cavernous ballpark in Miami, his insistence on sharing the stage with a batting practice pitcher virtually unknown outside of the Yankees’ clubhouse was Judge’s best and most telling moment about who he is.

Judge’s impact on the field is apparent to the most casual of fans. He hit more homers in his first season in the American League than any AL rookie ever—even more than Babe Ruth, Hank Greenberg, Joe DiMaggio, Mickey Mantle, or Ted Williams. He scored more runs than any other AL player this year, and smashed the rookie record for walks, which had been held previously by Williams. The day after Judge dominated the Home Run Derby, Reds first baseman Joey Votto—a former MVP generally regarded as the smartest hitter in baseball—spoke with awe as he recounted watching Judge the night before. “I don’t think people understand how difficult it is to do what he does,” said Votto. “He’s amazing.”

But the greatest test of Judge could be in how he handles the scrutiny of playing in the world’s largest media market, at the center of the most popular sports franchise in the world. When Derek Jeter played for the Yankees, he would receive something in the range of 500 to 1,000 pieces of mail a day, from autograph requests to bar mitzvah invitations to marriage proposals. Judge’s natural humility that we witnessed on the field right after the Home Run Derby will serve him well, and even near the end of the first summer of Aaron Judge in Yankee Stadium, he seemed largely unaffected.

ESPN broadcast a game at Yankee Stadium on September 3, the Red Sox against the Yankees, and Judge and his teammates pummeled Boston ace Chris Sale. Judge had been slumping, but in the sixth inning, he clubbed a long home run off reliever Addison Reed. After the game was over and I beckoned for him to do the postgame interview, Judge was clearly surprised; after all, he hadn’t been a pivotal performer that night.

“Are you sure you want me, Buster?” Judge said.

“I’m under orders, Aaron,” I said, referring to the producers of SportsCenter. “They want you.”

He nodded and looked down shyly. I told him that we were about 30 seconds from going on air.

He looked at me and smiled broadly, with a purpose. “Do I have anything in my teeth?” he asked, laughing.

Aaron Judge is living life-changing events, and so far, he is unchanged.

—Buster Olney, September 2017


INTRODUCTION



BEFORE THE HOME Run Derby on July 10, 2017, Major League Baseball’s commissioner, Rob Manfred, was discussing with a Miami Marlins executive the ground rules for a ball hitting the roof of the retractable stadium atop Miami’s Marlins Park. The executive said that no one had ever done it before, and stadium engineers had used NASA calculations to determine a roof height that they felt no baseball could possibly reach. As if on cue, Aaron Judge, who was taking batting practice, smacked a ball off the ceiling. He did it again during the competition, which he won with an awesome display of power. “This is the stuff of Paul Bunyan legend,” said Manfred.

Judge’s freakish athletic skills were on display throughout his teenage years when he was a three-sport star playing football, basketball, and baseball for Linden High School in central California. The self-deprecating, “aw shucks” demeanor that he exhibits at his locker before and after games was ever present back then too. Judge was every bit the humble and genuine kid growing up. But as one of the tallest kids walking around the halls of his high school, it was hard for Judge not to call attention to himself. He may have stood out at Fresno State, but he did not behave like the BMOC (big man on campus). That is, until he stepped onto an athletic field or court.

As a major leaguer Judge is never cocky or demonstrative. He is a self-effacing, down-to-earth giant, a team-first guy who lets his athletic skills speak for him. Now he is hitting baseballs farther than any Yankee in recent memory, and fans are taking note. They’re not necessarily fascinated by the number of home runs he has hit; it is how hard they come off the bat and how far they travel. Judge is the perfect breakout star for today’s high-tech, stats-obsessed version of baseball; fans know the exit velocity of every home run, which only adds to his mystique.

This book brings the exciting story of the Yankees’ newest superstar to life. The “huggable hulk,” as one journalist has called him, offers a newfound sense of hope in baseball and a reason to stay excited through the Fall. Along the way, he has the opportunity to create another storied era of dominance for the New York Yankees.

If the expectations are weighing on Judge, he’s not letting on. “The big thing for me this year is having blinders on,” he said. “It’s tough. There’s a lot of noise. But that’s the thing, you’ve got to be mentally strong enough to fight through the noise.”


CHAPTER 1

CALIFORNIA KID



A BABY BOY WEIGHING eight pounds eight ounces was born on April 26, 1992, in a hospital in Sacramento, the capital city of California. The next day, Patty and Wayne Judge adopted the infant and named him Aaron James Judge. “It’s a miracle,” said Wayne, remembering back to the day when he and his wife brought Aaron home for the first time. Aaron was the second child welcomed into the Judge family with loving kindness. Patty and Wayne had already adopted a son, John, who is four years older than Aaron. The brothers grew up in Linden, a rural, agricultural town in the countryside of San Joaquin County, less than 100 miles east of San Francisco.

Linden is a very small town; fewer than 2,000 people reside in the tight-knit, eight-square-mile farming community. Growing up there, everyone knew his or her neighbors. Life in Linden was tranquil—a bucolic place with one stop sign and not a single traffic light. Fruit and nut orchards abound throughout the fields of Linden, where farmers are known for growing delicious walnuts, cherries, and apples. Cherries are especially popular, a prized crop worthy of an annual celebration. The Linden Cherry Festival occurs each May, boasting festivities such as a cherry parade, a cherry bake-off, a cherry pie–eating contest, and dozens of vendors selling cherry-related foods and souvenir items. The fun also includes a 5K run, an antique car show, amusement rides, a parade, and live music by local bands throughout the day.

The town of Linden is a can’t-miss destination for cherry-lovers traveling from miles away to attend the exciting annual jubilee. Not long ago, the cherry festival was Linden’s biggest claim to fame. That was before Aaron James Judge single-handedly put his hometown on the map.

Growing Up Fast

When Aaron was little, he was big. From the start, he was a chubby infant with a hearty appetite. Late night bottle feedings were a regular event in the Judge household. Aaron’s sleep-deprived parents sought to remedy their son’s round-the-clock cravings. “It wasn’t long before the four ounces of formula was just the appetizer, and it had to be the formula with the oatmeal to pacify him,” said Wayne. Soon Aaron was sleeping through the night—and so were his parents.

Aaron was big for his age, and he was growing up fast. At three months, he reached the maximum weight limit for a shoulder-strap baby carrier. At five months, he wore size 12-month clothing. At eight months, he consumed six jars of baby food in a single sitting. He was an easygoing, happy toddler. He was also off the charts in height and weight. At one of his regular checkups the pediatrician told his parents that Aaron would grow to be taller than 6-foot-6. The news didn’t shock them. “He was always at the top of the charts for his age group, [with] big hands and feet,” said Wayne.

At around nine months, the difficulties of rearing a large child became apparent. People often made tactless remarks like “He’s so big!” and asked what his parents were feeding him, as if there was some super food for height. People thought Aaron was closer to two years old than one and wanted to know why he wasn’t walking yet. Wayne and Patty politely explained that Aaron was still too young to walk. At three, he was as tall as many six-year-old boys. Because he looked older than his years, adults often expected him to behave more maturely. “He talks funny,” they’d say. Sadly, the Judges learned, people can be quick to make judgments based on appearance and blurt out thoughtless comments.

By the time he was five, Aaron was constantly mistaken for a nine–or 10-year-old, not just by other parents, but by other children too. Some were intimidated by Aaron’s size, and they shied away from him, especially on the playground. Worries about a confrontation were unfounded. Aaron was a friendly, polite, mild-mannered child, as innocent as a dove. “Aaron has a pretty good compass,” said Patty. “At a young age, he knew the difference between right or wrong.”

Being so tall was complicated. Kids his age assumed Aaron was older and wouldn’t want to play with them, while older kids grew frustrated whenever his behavior matched his age. Some children seemed confused by Aaron’s size, unsure of what to make of him. Aaron wasn’t so sure, either.


MEDICAL MYSTERY

Patty and Wayne Judge adopted Aaron the day after he was born and brought him back to their home in Linden, California. It wasn’t long before they noticed a change happening to their son’s body. A large number of symmetrical rings of creased skin folds had developed on Aaron’s arms and legs. “We joked that he looked like the Michelin Tire Baby,” said Wayne.

Most likely, Aaron was born with a rare pediatric skin condition. The term Michelin Tire Baby Syndrome, named for the cartoon mascot of the Michelin Tire Company, is often used to describe the disease. The skin folds or creases usually disappear naturally as a child grows, which is exactly what happened in Aaron’s case. The specific cause of this skin condition is still a mystery. Doctors believe it might have a genetic cause, due to reports of multiple affected members of the same family, but since Aaron is adopted, his family medical history is unknown.



Unwanted Attention

At school, Aaron was always the tallest student in the class. In kindergarten he was the same height as a fifth grader. In class photographs he stood head and shoulders above his schoolmates, and by the time he turned 10, he was already taller than his fourth grade teacher. Tall kids might seem to be on top of the world, but height has its downsides. Aaron couldn’t jump on his bed without worrying about breaking it, and he couldn’t squeeze into tight spaces during games of hide-and-go-seek. He also outgrew his clothes and needed to shop for a new wardrobe several times a year.

Children come in all shapes and sizes: tall or short, plump or thin. Whether a child is tall or short or somewhere in between, all kids are teased for one reason or another. Kids are commonly teased about physical differences like height, weight, a big nose, having braces, or wearing glasses. And they all want to fit in and be accepted. But when you tower above everyone else, fitting in can be a challenge.

Aaron often heard insensitive remarks from strangers, classmates, and even relatives about his enormous height. Whenever he entered a room or walked down the street, people stared at him. The unwanted attention made him feel uncomfortable. He talked to his parents, who explained that height was just a measurement, and where bigness really counts is on the inside, in terms of kindness, generosity, intelligence, and love.

Throughout his upbringing, Aaron was taught to respect those around him. Those traits are still with the slugger to this day. “My parents gave me the guidance to know how to treat people,” he said. “They molded me into the person that I am today.”

“

My parents are amazing. They’ve taught me so many lessons.”

—Aaron Judge

“What’s Going on Here?”

As a tall kid in a small town, Aaron stood out. He was different. As a biracial child he stood out for other reasons too. Aaron has not addressed his ethnicity publicly, although he realized at a young age that he did not look like his parents. The first time a classmate asked him why he didn’t look like them, he didn’t know how to answer. At the age of 10 when he questioned his parents, they confirmed his hunch and explained matter-of-factly that he was adopted. Aaron doesn’t recall being fazed by the news. In his mind, Patty was always his mother and Wayne was always his father.

“We really didn’t look alike, so I started asking questions, and they told me I was adopted and answered all my questions, and that was that,” said Aaron. “I asked questions like, ‘I don’t look like you, Mom. I don’t look like you, Dad. What’s going on here?’ They told me I was adopted. That was it. I said, ‘You’re still my mom, the only mom I know. You’re still my dad, the only dad I know.’”

Whereas some kids might freak out to learn of their adoption, Aaron accepted the news with grace. “Nothing really changed,” he said. “I was fine with it. It really didn’t bother me because [they’re] the only parents I’ve ever known. I honestly can’t even remember too much, because it wasn’t that big of a deal. They just told me I was adopted, and I said, ‘Okay, can I go outside and play?’”

As children grow up, they will gradually develop a positive self-image and learn to be comfortable in their own skin. But adoption can present unique challenges for children as they work through the process of forming their identity. Aaron said he someday might seek to help children who are in need. “At one point in my career, I’m going to start a foundation, be a part of something like that,” he said.

Some adopted children may struggle with self-esteem compared to their non-adopted peers who have more information about their backgrounds and are more secure in their identities. Identity issues may be further complicated if the child’s race or heritage differs from that of the adoptive family. Lucky for Aaron, he had loving and supportive adoptive parents to anchor him.

“I’m blessed,” he said. “Some kids grow in their mom’s stomach; I grew in my mom’s heart. She’s always showed me love and compassion ever since I was a little baby. I’ve never needed to think differently or wonder about anything.”

An unbreakable bond has developed since the first time Patty and Wayne Judge held Aaron in their arms, on the second day of his life, when they adopted a second son. “I feel they kind of picked me,” said Aaron. “I feel that God was the one that matched us together.”

“We’re more blessed than he is,” said Patty. “Both of our children are adopted. Aaron has an older brother, John, who is teaching English in South Korea, and we’re real proud of him, too. Really, it was all meant to be.”

Aaron never has had any contact with his biological parents. While some adopted children want to know the identity of their biological parents, according to Aaron, the thought has never crossed his mind. “I can’t really relate to it. I have one set of parents, the ones that raised me. That’s how it is.”


ADOPTION BY THE NUMBERS

Over the years, adoption has become more openly and positively accepted in society. Growing numbers of recent adoptions have been transracial and international, producing families in which parents and children look nothing alike. The attention attracted by these adoptive families has led many Americans to believe that adoption is increasing. Yet the adoption rate has actually been declining.

According to a February 2017 report by the National Council for Adoption, the total number of all adoptions in the United States has fallen, from a count of 133,737 adoptions in 2007 to 110,373 adoptions in 2014. More than half of this decline can be attributed to the significant drop in the number of global adoptions by American parents. In 2014, the number of foreign children adopted by US parents dropped to the lowest level since 1982, according to figures released by the State Department. For comparison’s sake, in 2004, foreign adoptions reached an all-time high of 22,884 adoptions. In 2014, the grand total was just 6,441.




CHAPTER 2

SCHOOLBOY STAR



GROWING UP IN the rural community of Linden, California, Aaron Judge used sports as an excuse to stay outdoors. The town of Linden offered its young citizens the chance to participate in many sports—baseball, football, soccer, and basketball, to name a few. Judge played all sports, but baseball was his favorite. The town had lots of open space available for play, and the neighborhood children organized pick-up games for all age groups.

Baseball games were played on one of many ball fields in a public park. Two games were played at once. Older boys played on the big field, and younger children played on the little field. Judge spent much of his free time playing there. It was very clear that he had been blessed with superior hand-eye coordination, extraordinary reflexes, and remarkable athleticism. Hoping to develop his special gift, Judge played baseball as often as he could.

Judge adored playing baseball. He was almost never without a bat and ball. He also watched the game constantly, studying how other players fielded their position and ran the bases. He watched as many games on television as he could. Afterward, he went outside to throw a tennis ball against the garage wall, and he worked hard to copy the moves he saw from the big leaguers. His talent, enthusiasm, and passion for the game soon became apparent. He was a kid who ate, drank, and slept the game. Baseball was everything to him. “I fell in love with baseball at an early age,” he said.

Finding Direction

Judge grew up a loyal fan of the San Francisco Giants. His favorite player on the Giants was the shortstop Rich Aurilia, who led the National League in hits and was an All-Star in 2001, when Judge was nine. “My dad’s favorite number is 35, so as a kid I wore 35, and Rich Aurilia was the shortstop for my favorite team and he wore 35. I liked watching him.” Judge copied the batting stance of his favorite major leaguer. “I was the tallest kid, and I was crouched down like Aurilia. It was funny.”

As Judge entered his middle school years, he stood close to six feet tall and weighed 160 pounds. He was often the first player selected when choosing up sides for neighborhood pick-up games. He played baseball, basketball, and football with the older boys in town, and he was better than any of them. His extraordinary combination of athletic power and agility propelled his teams to victory, and his incredible individual accomplishments earned him the respect of other boys. Kids still treated him as a curiosity, asking, “How’s the weather up there?” and adults continued to quiz him on his age, but Judge, flashing his gap-toothed smile, took it all in stride.

Judge was a good-natured kid who eventually learned to use his massive size to his advantage, especially when playing friendly indoor pick-up games. When he and his friends played Nerf basketball using a friend’s indoor hoop, Judge would dominate the games, lording Godzilla-like over the others trying to get to the eight-foot rim. Another time, a group of boys thought it would be funny to have the smallest boy wrestle the biggest boy. When the match started, Judge lifted up the boy with one hand and dropped him onto the ottoman in the living room, snapping the wheels off the furniture. It was all in fun. Judge knew his own strength and made sure no one ever got hurt.

Because of his size and athletic gifts, Judge was playing sports with boys several years older. He was nine when he played with the 12-year-olds, and 12 when he played with the 16-year-olds. By the spring of 2005, when he was 13 years old, he was a sturdy 175 pounds. He was something special on the baseball field. Judge could run, throw, field, and hit with power. Whenever he’d come to bat, the opposing outfielders moved from their normal position on the big field to near the infield of the little field, nearly 300 feet away. The boys playing on the other field, knowing who was taking his turn at bat, stopped their own games to watch Judge’s swings. He often smashed the ball onto the little field.


GIANT MELTDOWN

Aaron Judge was 10 years old when the Giants won the 2002 National League pennant. That team was poised to bring San Francisco its first World Series title before suffering one of the worst meltdowns in postseason history. San Francisco led 5–0 with one out in the bottom of the seventh inning in Game 6. That’s when Giants manager Dusty Baker removed starting pitcher Russ Ortiz from the game and made a conspicuous show of handing him the game ball as a keepsake.
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