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Before each Angels game, the song “Send Me An Angel” blasts through the Angel Stadium sound system. I always had two angels at home, and they need to be recognized.

If not for Jack and Jean Paris, my parents, I might not have grown so fond of baseball overall and the local nine in particular. It was because of them, and their trust, that a pint-size kid could cherish the summers of his youth cheering for the California Angels, the Anaheim Angels, and, ultimately, the Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim.

Jack Paris wasn’t a sports nut—far from it. His focus was on helping those less fortunate as a dedicated Los Angeles County social worker for more than 30 years.

Jean Paris didn’t analyze box scores or batting averages, either. She was busy molding tomorrow’s leaders by passionately teaching in nearby Tustin for four decades.

But they appreciated my love of baseball, and they did all they could to see that it flourished. That included letting me ride my Schwinn bike to games, minus a helmet on my head or a cell phone sticking out from my back pocket.

They gave me the OK to arrive at Angels games three hours before the first pitch for batting practice, then hang out for an eternity after the last pitch, just to connect with my favorite Angels.

All of those associated with the Angels were keen in my eyes, but none were cooler than Jack and Jean Paris.

Having Angels in the outfield, and infield, is one thing. But nothing beats sharing a home with them when growing up, and I was blessed to do just that.

Jay Paris
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FOREWORD

BY MARK LANGSTON

IT WAS A couple of years ago when I first heard the name “Shohei Ohtani” from my mom, of all people. She had seen the 60 Minutes piece on him on TV and said that this guy Shohei, a Japanese player, was a great story.

Then, for Shohei to later pick the Los Angeles Angels to be his team to begin his career in the majors, out of all the many teams that wanted him, was really fortunate for me.

It gave me the chance to call Angels games with a team that included Mike Trout, the best player in the game of baseball, and Shohei Ohtani, the most exciting player in the game of baseball.

Shohei’s rookie season was something we hadn’t seen in a century of baseball. And it began with what I think was one of the most anticipated starts to a major-league career.

So many guys come over from Japan with incredible hype. But it’s so hard to live up to it because the players are so talented here in the majors.

Then, when Shohei had a disappointing spring training, he didn’t have a track record from being in the major leagues. Many guys just flip the switch once the season starts after doing what it takes to get ready in the spring. But we know what they are capable of doing during the season because they have done it before.

But with Shohei, we were just basing what we knew about him off his spring training numbers, and he struggled. There was even talk of him opening the season in Triple A!

In my mind, he had established himself as a pitcher with his stuff, and stuff plays no matter where you play baseball. By stuff, I mean he could throw a baseball 100 miles per hour, and he had that splitter and slider. Those pitches came through loud and clear. He had shown in Japan that he could get people out with his stuff.

Where I thought he would have to prove he could compete was in the batter’s box. The adjustments opposing pitchers make are constant, and they are really, really good at it. They will expose any weakness that you have. So, if Shohei was going to struggle, I thought it would be in the batter’s box.

But he made the club, and then his first week was just electric. That first hit of his, that first pitching start, those three home runs in his first three home games . . . it was impressive that he made the adjustment so quickly from spring training to the regular season.

That started a season in which there was a buzz whenever Shohei played, both at home and on the road. We would go through towns, and the other teams’ radio broadcasters would want to know about him. And fans of those other teams were all wondering about this two-way player that they had heard so much about. They wanted to know what he was about, and they wanted to see him play.

It was fun to see how Shohei was embraced by fans in Southern California. When he pitched, it was an event that was off the charts. Angel Stadium was packed every time he started a game because his stuff was so electric that there was a possibility he could throw a no-hitter every time that he went out there.

Maybe I’m so impressed with Shohei because I played 16 years in the majors and I know how hard it is to be good in even one element of baseball. There is so much preparation involved to be a good hitter. Then there is the intense preparation to be a good pitcher.

For Shohei to excel at both, at a very high level of competition, has blown me away.

When you look at his offensive numbers this year, although with fewer at-bats, they were similar to 2016, his best year in Japan. You see what he is capable of doing at the plate.

Then, in making those 10 starts before he hurt his elbow, he was performing like a top-of-the-rotation guy. I know he won’t be able to pitch next year. But the future is so bright for this guy as a pitcher and a hitter.

I say that because of his two-way skills and his incredible mental focus, too.

He drinks, eats, and sleeps baseball. He is focused on becoming an elite player; there is no time to do anything that would take away from that.

You see some players where they say, “Gosh, I’m 35 years old and the end got here quick.” That’s not going to happen with Shohei because he wants to be a star.

He is driven to excel and be the best that he can be. He doesn’t want any excuses, he wants nothing to get in the way of his rest and his preparation.

But he’s also a great teammate, and you can tell by the way he’s treated. He’s still the punk little rookie whom the other players like to tease and have fun with. He gets it, and it’s clear he’s having fun because he is always smiling.

His teammates love taking him out to dinner, although he gets back early to get his sleep because he is all about focusing on everything to be successful at his job.

I love that about him. He’s not taking anything for granted. He knows what he wants to do, and he’s going to do it. I’m a big fan of that.

I don’t know how he doesn’t win the American League Rookie of the Year Award. Considering what he’s been able to do on offense, combined with his work on the mound with 50-plus innings with stuff that was electric, I think he should be a slam dunk to win it.

He has done things that are above and beyond what people thought he could do in a rookie season unlike any other in baseball history.

In Shohei Ohtani: The Amazing Story of Baseball”s Two-Way Japanese Superstar, Jay Paris, a longtime Southern California sportswriter, takes readers along with Shohei on every step of his exciting rookie season.

Paris also describes how a younger Shohei molded himself into becoming the type of incredible player who has the potential to change the way we think about baseball.

So settle in with these interesting tales to discover more about the sensational Shohei. Or just peel through the pages and relive a season that will be forever cherished not only by myself and Angels fans, but by baseball fans all around the world.


PREFACE

GOING TO ANGELS GAMES WAS HEAVENLY

IN NEARLY EVERY direction someone looked, orange groves filled the view and orange blossoms were the unmistakable fragrance. Orange County, back then, was appropriately named. It was rural and agricultural, with no major professional sports team calling it home.

Then the Angels move to Anaheim in 1966, and it’s never really been the same. The Angels brought the big leagues to Orange County, and that started a lifelong love affair with the team for this writer who lived just three miles down the street.

The Big A was just that, and it was so much larger than nearly anything else in the area. For a kid, gazing at that Big A was like peering up at a structure that reminded me of “Jack and the Beanstalk.”

Then at night, the halo would blink after the Angels were victorious, and that’s how we often learned the game’s outcome.

Day games meant riding my bike down to the Big A, a trek that was a straight line to bliss. Of course, it meant getting to the Big A three hours early to watch batting practice and shag balls down the left-field line. Then afterward waiting for the players, getting an autograph or a handshake, and I can’t remember many players turning us down.

Among those exiting with the players was Gene Autry, the “Singing Cowboy” and Angels owner. Autry loved youngsters, and he never passed us by—usually with All-Star shortstop Jim Fregosi on his hip—without patting our heads. No one was nicer than Mr. Autry, but I later found out he treated everyone that way.

But back in my Little League days, many players were like Shohei Ohtani. They pitched, they batted, and they had fun. But, as we know, Major League Baseball frowned on players doing both—until Ohtani arrived for his historic rookie season.

Watching Ohtani rekindled a spark in me, as he took me back to when I was kid riding my bike to the Big A. He played the game on his terms, and he was so good, I found it difficult to watch any other player. Quickly he became one my favorite Angels.

When Ohtani pitches at the Big A, it reminds me of watching Nolan Ryan. When Ryan started, the crowds would grow, and the anticipation of what might be in store was evident. It was electric and unique, and it’s the sensation I get when seeing Ohtani perform.

Being an Angels fan means absorbing some heartache, and, yes, I was in the stands for Dave Henderson’s two-strike home run in the ninth inning of Game Five of the 1986 American League Championship Series. I actually had a leg over the seating rail near the dugout, ready to storm the field in celebration.

But the Angels fell to the Red Sox, and their first trip to the World Series was delayed until 2002. And, yes, I was in the stands for Scott Spiezio’s dramatic home run in Game 6 when the Angels avoided elimination, and I was back the next night when they won their first title.

Those memories are stored with Rod Carew’s 3,000th base hit and Ryan setting the single-season strikeout record of 383. As well as recollections of hearing Dick Enberg’s smooth voice broadcasting the games and the 1979 season when the Angels won the AL West crown for the first time.

Now in observing Ohtani play with a childlike joy and in a two-way manner every kid does until told otherwise, I think back to those two late Angels who never wore a uniform: Autry and Enberg.

Autry would have cherished Ohtani and likely encouraged his versatility. Remember, Autry was more than just the “Singing Cowboy,” as he starred in radio, television, and films and was a successful businessman. One could envision Autry tipping his pristine white cowboy hat in appreciation of Ohtani’s varied skills.

And to hear Enberg describing Ohtani’s games would have been grand. Enberg was always upbeat and enthusiastic, and he never seemed to be more at home than at the Big A. In some ways, that explains Ohtani, as well. Of course. after one his majestic home runs, Enberg could have delivered an “Oh-tani —Oh My!”

Ohtani’s rookie year had plenty of “Oh My” moments. He was electrifying and entertaining, yet humble and gracious. Autry and Enberg would have loved watching him play, and just maybe they did. Not sure if heaven gets cable TV, but if so, Angels games would seem like the appropriate ones to broadcast.


CHAPTER 1

“HI, MY NAME IS SHOHEI OHTANI.”

WITH THOSE SIX words, the world’s most intriguing baseball player introduced himself to Angels fans on a warm December 9 day in 2017 that will long be remembered in franchise history.

With the Japanese two-way star choosing the Los Angeles Angels over every other major-league club salivating for his services, the Angels had a huge win on a day a baseball wasn’t thrown or hit.

Instead, it was the celebration of someone who could do both, and Ohtani handled the initial meet and greet with a mixture of shyness and youthful exuberance.

Ohtani’s skill set is unique, although some detractors wonder why he doesn’t focus on either hitting or pitching. But what makes him great is that he does both at a high level and has the fortitude to test the status quo that reigns in the majors.

Somewhere along baseball’s evolution over the past century, being a specialist became the norm. If you pitched, you didn’t hit—or do it very well. If you hit, you didn’t pitch—or very seldom.

So Ohtani comes along and carves up that assumption like his inside-out swing when going the opposite way for another base hit.

So Ohtani comes along, and he performs—always the biggest factor—at a standard that makes his far-fetched idea resonate.

So what if others told Ohtani he should ditch his challenging endeavor and focus on one or the other?

“It’s not like ‘I really want to be a pitcher and hit, or that I am a batter who also pitches,’” Ohtani told Kyodo News when preparing for his last season with the Hokkaido Nippon-Ham Fighters. “That’s not it. I want to do both.

“Since I began playing ball when I was little, I’ve wanted to do both. I started playing baseball not thinking, I really want to be a great player as a pitcher, or I want to be a great player as a hitter.

“I want to bat well. I want to pitch well. That’s the desire I’ve always had.”

That drive remains intense despite others throwing shade on his dream of being the first significant two-way player in the majors since Babe Ruth in 1919.

“When it’s said, ‘If he focused on pitcher, he’d be an even better pitcher so why doesn’t he do that?’ All I can say is that I really want to be a better hitter,” Ohtani said.

Ohtani’s greatness isn’t restricted to revealing itself when he’s wearing a baseball uniform, or dazzling adoring crowds between the lines with a 100-mph fastball or 450-foot home run.

Somewhere in his deepest thoughts, Ohtani decided he was going to be different from others. He had an unrelenting belief in playing baseball his way.

The easier path for him, at some point, would have been to slice his workload in half. Instead, his courage to buck what’s considered normal and present a game that few imagined possible was inspiring to others.

Ohtani is popular, to the utmost, for his incredible knack of being able to play the game in a manner not seen in nearly over a century of baseball.

Fans are also drawn to him for what’s he’s attempting at the major-league level. They applaud him for striving to climb a baseball mountain that maybe only he can see.

What is also appreciated is the way Ohtani pulls all this off.

A father might point out Ohtani’s impeccable manners. As is required in the Japanese culture, Ohtani bows when approaching others, and that includes the opposing catcher and umpire when taking his first at-bat in a game.

If Ohtani makes an out, he goes out of his way to retrieve his discarded bat. If he draws a walk, he removes the protective gear from his ankle, elbow, and wrist areas, then he arranges them neatly, waiting for the batboy to arrive.


“

I want to bat well. I want to pitch well. That’s the desire I’ve always had.”

—Shohei Ohtani



What baseball player doesn’t like sunflower seeds? Not many, and Ohtani lands in the camp that can go through a pack with the best of them.

But don’t look for spent seeds under his cleats, and it’s not just because he moves around regularly during games.

Instead, it’s Ohtani being tidy, not wanting to put an extra burden on a clubhouse attendant to sweep up the mess he left behind. So his discarded seeds go in a cup he keeps nearby.

With Ohtani’s path as a two-way player, and the demands and flexibility that are required, some wondered: how he would assimilate in a major-league clubhouse?

Just fine, thank you, and teammate Tyler Skaggs proves it when passing Ohtani’s locker and noticing him buried in his iPhone.

Skaggs flicks the back of Ohtani’s head in a playful fashion, and the quick smile it brings has them both laughing.

Ohtani has an end locker in the team’s west side of the clubhouse and near future Hall of Famer Albert Pujols. There’s a concrete partition between the two, but not much else, as it’s easy to see Ohtani is among his teammates’ favorite targets to joke with.

They rib Ohtani likes one does a little brother, recognizing what he’s trying to do and the challenges that come with it. If they can keep him loose, which isn’t difficult, his teammates believe they are doing their part, too, in his historic journey.

When Mike Trout, who is across and to the right of Ohtani, starts shooting baskets on the clubhouse’s miniature basketball hoop, he baits anyone to compete against him.

That usually gets Ohtani warming up his imaginary jump shot. Although Justin Upton, who’s closer to Trout, usually gets the first go at giving Trout the heave-ho in the casual shooting tournament.

It was Trout who was particularly quick to wrap his massive arms around Ohtani. They clicked at spring training camp, as Ohtani would ride shotgun in Trout’s golf cart, the one in which he jetted around the Angels’ complex.

Both usually sped by with wide grins after their friendship was forged when Trout helped recruit Ohtani with a FaceTime phone call while preparing to get married.

Ohtani was touched, and it was the start of a bond between baseball’s best player and its most intriguing one. Instead of being chafed about sharing the spotlight with Ohtani, Trout was cheering for his signing.

Ohtani would later toast Trout—or was that torch? Feeling comfortable with their budding relationship, Ohtani gave Trout the business at his introductory press conference.

When asked why he chose No. 17, Ohtani showed the timing of a stand-up comedian when saying, “I actually wanted No. 27, but someone was wearing that number.”

It was among the biggest laugh lines in a city that has produced thousands of smiles. Disneyland is a mile down Katella Street, but on this day, Ohtani made Angel Stadium the happiest place on earth.

Ohtani was set for a season to remember, and he would be living it in an Angels uniform. A franchise that had given its fans the likes of Gene Autry, Bo Belinsky, Dean Chance, Jim Fregosi, Clyde Wright, Alex Johnson, Nolan Ryan, Rod Carew, Reggie Jackson, Vladimir Guerrero, and Trout was adding another impact person to its hallowed alumni.

Those men left their fingerprints on the franchise. As did all the others wearing the Angels uniform with pride, and that goes for late coach Jimmie Reese, a former roommate of Babe Ruth in the 1930s.

Ohtani is trying to duplicate Ruth, and the optimistic and classy Reese, an Angels coach specializing in hitting fungoes until his death at the age of ninety-two, would be the loudest to cheer him on.

But first the roar from the Angels boosters, their offseason suddenly elevated with baseball’s biggest signing, had to quiet down at the Ohtani press conference held in front of Angel Stadium. Getting them settled again was a tall task after absorbing the six words the Angels faithful will never forget.

“Hi, my name is Shohei Ohtani.”


CHAPTER 2

OHTANI’S YOUTH WAS FILLED WITH BASEBALL

A YOUTHFUL SHOHEI OHTANI’S left-handed swing was far from all wet. Still, the balls that sprung from his bat often splashed down in the river, and that made his coach have a meltdown.

One can imagine a frustrated adult volunteer pleading with the precocious youngster to take the ball the opposite way. The team had a limited supply of baseballs, with many not being dry after the sweet-swinging Ohtani, who started playing baseball in second grade, took batting practice.

Maybe it was around then that the legend and myth, the impossible and the improbable, the unlikely and the unbelievable all started for this Japanese baseball star who has impressed and thrilled fans on both sides of the Pacific Ocean.

Ohtani was born July 5, 1994, in a rural area some 250 miles north of Tokyo. Far from the bright lights of that international city, Ohtani was raised in Oshu, a locale known to be cold in the winter and warm to talking cattle any time of the year.

While the greatness of Ohtani may someday motivate his home-town to create a museum in his honor, please know it will be the second one in town to its original, the Cattle Museum.

Ohtani’s parents both participated in sports, supplying their son with some solid athletic genes. His father, Toru, played baseball at the semiprofessional level before a shoulder injury ended his career and he went to work full time at Mitsibushi. Ohtani’s mother, Ryuta, was a national badminton team member.

By the time Ohtani enrolled at Hanamaki Higashi High School in the Iwate Prefecture, two things were clear: he had a passion for history and baseball.

Especially baseball.

Ohtani planned to be a star, but first he needed a plan. When a baseball coach suggested to Ohtani and his freshmen teammates to write down their goals, and how to achieve them, they recorded their assumed path to reach their dreams.

Ohtani, who threw right-handed and batted left-handed, had a quest to be selected in the first round and by eight Nippon Professional Baseball teams.

In Japan, multiple organizations can draft a player, then a lottery is held to determine which one would gain his services.

By getting eight teams to show interest, Ohtani would also better flamethrowing southpaw Yusei Kikuchi, who also attended Hanamaki Higashi before going on to play in NPB.

But to cross off that wish, Ohtani had to work diligently with what filled the other 80 boxes on his grid of goals that would lead to his success. Among the traits Ohtani wanted to focus on were mental toughness, physical fitness, nutrition, and building enough strength and accuracy in his right arm to develop a 100-mph fastball.

OEBPS/Images/titleimg.jpg
SHOHEI
OHTANI

THE AMAZING STORY OF
BASEBALL'S TWO-WAY
JAPANESE SUPERSTAR

JAY PARIS
FOREWORD BY MARK LANGSTON






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
“Not only is Shohei Ohtani the most interesting rookie to land in the major
leagues in our time, he also is the most important. Jay Paris explains
why while we wait to see what Ohtani will accomplish next.”
—Scott Miller, MLB columnist, Bleacher Report
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