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Hank Aaron playing for the Indianapolis Clowns, 1952 (from a promotional postcard produced by the Clowns).








Foreword by Henry “Hank” Aaron



Henry “Hank” Aaron was born in Mobile, Alabama, in 1934. In February 1952 he turned eighteen years old and joined the Indianapolis Clowns of the Negro Leagues. He played outstandingly for the Clowns, at one point leading the Negro American League in batting average, runs, hits, doubles, home runs, runs batted in, and total bases, and ranking third in stolen bases. He drew the notice of major-league scouts, and was signed in June 1952 to the Boston Braves’ minor-league team the Eau Claire Bears. He rose quickly through the minors, and in 1954, he was called up to the major-league roster for the Braves. (The Braves had moved from Boston to Milwaukee in 1953, and would move again, to Atlanta, in 1966). Aaron played with the Braves for twenty seasons, from 1954 to 1974, and had one of the greatest major-league careers in history. He holds the record for being named to the most All-Star rosters (25); ranks first all time in runs batted in (2,297); first in total bases (6,856); second on the all-time home runs list (755); won the World Series (1957); and was inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame in his first year of eligibility (1982), having received votes on 97.8 percent of the ballots. He is currently senior vice president of the Atlanta Braves, and has worked in the Braves organization for nearly seventy years.



Let me start by saying if it hadn’t been for the Indianapolis Clowns offering me a chance to play in the Negro Leagues, I don’t know what would have happened to me. I have no idea what I would have done. They gave me the opportunity to keep playing a sport I wanted to play more than anything in the world.

My dad had played a little baseball, but he never went further than playing on a local team. My uncles also played a little on local teams. Up until I joined the Clowns in 1952, at age eighteen, I had only been playing on local teams as well. When the Clowns gave me the opportunity to show what I could do, I told myself: Don’t let this chance pass you by!

When I was growing up in Mobile, Alabama, I taught myself how to hit by swinging at bottle caps with a broomstick. When you don’t have a lot, you take it upon yourself to learn how to do things, to discover what you are capable of. But I never thought I was developing some kind of special talent by learning how to hit bottle caps. It’s just what we had available. My friend Cornelius Giles, who is no longer with us, would pitch the bottle caps to me. Or I would toss them up myself. We would do this all day long.

I’ve heard people say that the bottle caps gave me the eye to later hit a baseball so well, but I don’t know if that’s true. I feel like God was the one who gave me the eye to do some of the things in baseball I wound up doing. In addition to that, I took it upon myself to learn how to play the game the way it’s supposed to be played. I told myself: No matter what happens, you have to be the best you can possibly be.

The first professional baseball game I saw was when the Clowns came to Mobile when I was fourteen, in 1948. They were playing against little scrap teams that were put together from players in Mobile. I was excited by what I saw on the field, but I also had an important realization that day. I knew I could play on the same level as those guys. I could compete on a professional level.

The atmosphere at that game was so much fun; the Black community was so excited. We had no other forms of entertainment—to us, this was baseball at its height. This was our major league. I saw kids on the field that day who easily could have put on a Major League Baseball uniform and played in the white league—though I wasn’t thinking about the white league at the time. [Jackie Robinson had debuted with the Brooklyn Dodgers only a year earlier.] I just enjoyed watching them play.

I was seventeen years old in November 1951 when I heard from the Clowns that they wanted me to play with them the next year, after I turned eighteen in February. They sent me a contract for $200 a month. I thought I was in a dream. I couldn’t believe I would get an opportunity to play in the Negro Leagues—and they would actually pay me. It was the greatest thing that had ever happened to me. Two hundred dollars seemed like an awful lot of money—I felt like I was robbing the bank. I had certainly never seen that much money. When I was growing up in Mobile, a nickel was a lot of money to me. But to be honest, I would have played in the Negro Leagues for free; I just wanted to play baseball.

When I left Mobile and showed up to spring training in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, I didn’t know whether I would even make the team and get a uniform. It was a lot colder in North Carolina and I didn’t even have a jacket or warm clothes. All I was thinking was that I had to show them I could play.

When I walked out on the field for my first game wearing a Clowns uniform, I felt like I was something special. I was getting a chance to do the thing I had been wanting to do my entire life. I still wasn’t thinking about the major league, about playing in the white leagues. I was just thinking about showing that I was capable of playing in the Negro Leagues, against that level of competition. If somebody had told me at the time that this was the highest I would ever go in baseball, I would have been fine with that. After all, we had no other choice at the time but to think that this was the highest we would go, and that we just had to do the best we could. We didn’t know whether we would have the opportunity to play in the major league.

I was lucky; they discovered that I could really hit the ball. God had put His hands on me. He had showed me the direction. I was so happy—I had $2 a day for meal money; I could wash my clothes every day, which was something I appreciated since I didn’t have anything else to put on. God showed me the way. I continued to have success.

Many years after my playing career was over and I had become an executive for the Braves, I heard that Major League Baseball was going to provide a pension to former Negro Leaguers, and I thought it was one of the greatest things that ever happened to the Negro Leagues. I was pleased that Major League Baseball was going to make sure things were made right. I didn’t have anything to do with it, but I was very happy when they passed it.



I was impressed when I learned of the work that Cam Perron is doing on behalf of former Negro League players, getting them what they deserve. I know how very, very important his work has been to them. They didn’t make much money when they were playing. Having an opportunity to receive a pension was one of the greatest things that could happen to them. There’s no question Cam should be applauded. For too many of the players, there was nothing there for them before.

Negro League baseball has been so important to my life. I won’t ever forget the way I felt when I walked on the field for the Clowns—like I was already in the major league. There was nothing else I wanted to be doing. And the Negro Leagues gave me the opportunity to go on to play Major League Baseball. Those months I spent on the Clowns helped me tremendously—not only teaching me how to play the game itself but also showing me that I belonged at that level. I’ll never forget that.

Henry Aaron

Atlanta, Georgia

August 2020






Prologue

I had already filled my suitcase with baseballs, printed photographs, and multiple cameras before realizing that I’d forgotten to pack a change of clothes. I decided I could go without them. I’d only be staying in Alabama for one night. The autographs were more important.

The next morning, before the sun was fully up, I left my apartment just off the campus of Tulane University in New Orleans, and took a taxi to the train station. It was Friday, August 28, 2015. I had just arrived at Tulane the previous Sunday for the start of my junior year of college. Thankfully, my professors had understood when I explained why I needed to skip my Friday classes. I had to be in Birmingham for the opening of the Negro Southern League Museum—just the second museum in the entire country devoted to Negro League baseball, after the one in Kansas City. It was an event that I wouldn’t have missed for the world. For me and a few of my closest friends, it was the culmination of years of work.

I found my Amtrak train at the station, and settled in for my first-ever journey by rail that wasn’t on a crammed Boston subway car. The ride was scheduled to be seven hours and fifteen minutes. I wanted to get to Birmingham as quickly as possible, but there weren’t any direct flights, and this had been the best option. I’d been buzzing with nervous excitement all week; the feeling was still there. I hooked up to the Wi-Fi; put on an eclectic playlist of Marvin Gaye, Funkadelic, Fleetwood Mac, and Soundgarden; and tried to relax.

Birmingham had become a second home to me of sorts over the previous six years. It was the place I’d been to most outside of Boston, where I grew up, and New Orleans, where I was now in school. Every year since 2010, I had joined a group of around fifty former Negro League players in downtown Birmingham for a weeklong reunion. These events had been put together by me and two men in their sixties, Dr. Layton Revel and Chef Clayton Sherrod, who I would be seeing in a matter of hours. We had chosen the city because of its rich history of Black professional baseball. It had the largest number of living former Negro League players of anywhere in the country, it was central to many other Southern cities where former players were still located, and it was also Chef Clayton’s hometown.

Dr. Revel and Chef Clayton were the ones who had dreamed up the Negro Southern League Museum, and had been the primary engines of turning it into a reality. For years, they had pitched the idea to the city’s political authorities, but hope came and went as fast as each mayor. Then, seemingly all at once, the idea finally got traction. Budgeting and architectural designs were approved. I’d gone to the groundbreaking ceremony in May. And now, after only a matter of months, the ribbon cutting event was happening. An empty dirt field downtown, behind the home stadium of the Birmingham Barons—the Chicago White Sox AA minor-league affiliate team—had been selected as the site. Today, a fifteen-thousand-square-foot testament to the people who had participated in one of the least understood and most important sports leagues in American history would be officially opened. I could barely believe it.

As the train made its way through Mississippi, I thought of all of the letters and packages I had sent to former Negro League players who lived in that state. Odell Daniels of Byram; Russell Mosley of Shuqualak; Raymond Aguillard of Vossburg; and so many more. I’d never been to any of those towns, but I knew their area codes off the top of my head.

When 769 popped up on my phone, that was Daniels. He either wanted to catch up and chat, or would ask me to make him more baseball cards, which he could sign and give away to friends and family.

If the phone said 662, that was Mosley. I was still working on his pension, and he would most likely be checking in with me about it. I needed to find a newspaper article proving that he’d played for a fourth year in the Negro Leagues, in order for Major League Baseball to accept his pension application and approve his payout. I’d been digging through archives for years with no luck, but I’d tell him I was nowhere close to giving up.

If the number was 601, that was Aguillard. He would ask what I was up to, what project I had up my sleeve this time, and then would tell me about the latest happenings on his farm, where he had dogs, chickens, and a variety of other animals, including peacocks.

As the train passed through Picayune, Mississippi, a disaster occurred for a millennial like me—the Wi-Fi gave out, and with it, my music. This trip was going to last an eternity. How was I going to entertain myself? I pulled my suitcase down from the baggage hold and unzipped it to see what I could find.

The baseballs and photographs filling up my bag were all clean and unmarked: I’d brought them to be autographed. No matter how much my relationship to sports and fame had changed over the years, no matter how many players I’d met and befriended, one thing that I could never seem to put aside was my obsession with autograph collecting. I had been a collector as far back as I could remember; it was in my blood, and I didn’t care to pretend otherwise. Signed baseballs, photographs, and trading cards filled the closets, dressers, and drawers of my room in my parents’ house back in Boston. I wasn’t interested in a ball signed by Mickey Mantle, which would be one of thousands. I was interested in a ball signed by Russell Mosley, who had not signed one since the late 1950s. For me, it wasn’t about trophy hunting. It was about preserving history.

It had long been my goal to obtain a signed baseball from every former Negro League player that I interviewed and spoke with. Blue ink, ideally, right in the “sweet spot,” at the narrowest point between the seams. If I really got my wish, I’d also ask them to write the names of the teams and the years they’d played above the signature; then their position or nickname below. An autographed baseball might seem like an unimportant thing, but to me it was an encapsulation of a career, long since passed but still remembered. As it turned out, these baseballs I so diligently collected had a destiny. Over the past few months, I’d sent many of them ahead of me to Birmingham. Dr. Revel had spent much of the summer driving truckloads of Negro League memorabilia from his home in Texas to Birmingham. From what he told me, the balls I’d sent were now encased on a wall in the museum, along with hundreds upon hundreds of others. I couldn’t wait to see them again.

The train was delayed for more than an hour, and it was nearly 3:30 p.m. when it finally pulled into Birmingham. The ribbon cutting ceremony was scheduled to start at four, so my anxiety was hitting overdrive. I ran out of the station, jumped into a cab, with my suitcase in one hand and a camera in the other, and went straight to the museum. Fortunately it was only a half-mile drive and I was there in no time. Chef Clayton Sherrod was waiting for me. “Cam, you made it,” he said, as he helped me out of the cab. Then he took a hard look at me and asked, “Have you eaten?” It wasn’t a surprising question, given that he is indeed an elite chef, but I realized that he was actually right—I had been so focused on getting to Birmingham for the past nine hours that I hadn’t eaten all day. “I’ll get something soon, don’t worry,” I told him.

I found a spot to stash my suitcase, and took stock of the crowd. There were about twenty former ballplayers, along with family members, city officials, and members of the wider community, gathered around. I knew most of them well. The annual reunion had become such a popular event in Birmingham that it seemed like we’d all gotten to know everyone in town. Some of the players had put on replica jerseys for the teams they had once played for; others wore suits and top hats. I was used to the wheelchairs and walkers. One of the players, Roosevelt Jackson, was not only ninety-seven years old but also blind.
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The ribbon cutting ceremony for the Birmingham Negro Southern League Museum, August 28, 2015. Front row, from left: Roosevelt Jackson, Mayor William A. Bell, Oliver “Son” Ferguson, and Merritt “Pee Wee” Stoves.



Within a matter of minutes, the mayor of Birmingham, William A. Bell, joined all of the players congregated in front of the brand-new, two-story glass-and-brick building. I stepped back to take on my unofficial but well-established role of event photographer for our group. Scissors were passed around and a long ribbon was spread out. Cuts were made, the ribbon fell, and cheers rang out. I captured the moment.

I grabbed a sandwich and joined the players and guests, hugging, smiling, seeing how everyone was doing. Then the museum doors opened, and we all went inside. One of the first things I saw was the “wall of balls.” The display case ran the length of the entire entrance hallway. There were signed balls from floor to ceiling, alphabetically arranged by last name. I walked along the wall, spotting many of the balls I’d sent. They called to mind the stories, experiences, and histories I’d come to know so well. Players I’d spent countless hours with and grown close to had died over the past few years. I knew it wouldn’t be long before there weren’t any more Negro League players left. But this place, and these balls, would be here. As I took in the museum over the next hour with Dr. Revel, Chef Clayton, and the players, laughing, remembering, teasing, debating, like we always did, I kept coming back to the baseballs. Each time I did, I couldn’t help but smile, just to know they were there.

There were a couple of local reporters at the ribbon cutting ceremony, and before I headed to the La Quinta hotel where I’d booked a room, one approached me. He had noticed and been a little bit confused about why all of these seventy-, eighty-, and ninety-year-old Black men were treating me like something between a grandson and a pal. So we started talking, and it wasn’t long before I got a version of the same question I’d been hearing for nearly a decade.

“How does a white kid from a suburb of Boston become friends with all of these former Negro League baseball players?”






CHAPTER 1 The Collector


Before I’d ever heard of the Negro Leagues, before I bonded with hundreds of aging former baseball players who became some of my best friends, before I had my life changed by living avatars of American history, I was a curious kid growing up just outside of Boston, fascinated by anything that I considered old.

My hometown of Arlington, Massachusetts, sits right next to Cambridge, where Harvard and MIT are located. The houses and average incomes have since gotten bigger, but when I was growing up in the late 1990s and early 2000s it was a solidly middle-class place of about forty-three thousand people. It was also overwhelmingly white—a whopping 90 percent, according to the 2000 census. Only 1.7 percent of the town’s population was Black.

I wasn’t really conscious of it at the time, but from a young age, I sensed that as a white kid in middle-class America, there were rules, expectations, and parameters I was meant to follow. I was determined to make my own choices, do things my own way, and I was lucky to have parents who supported me. So, at each step, if my peers went right, I went left.

My mother, Lauren, says I came out of the womb in 1994 with an unusual interest in older people. She worked as a shoe designer for the company Stride Rite, and there was a daycare facility at her office, so she brought me into work with her every day, from the time I was eight weeks old up until I was four. I don’t remember much from that time, but apparently I would ask my mom for the names of the parents of the other children who were in the daycare, then repeat the names to myself to memorize them. When the parents would come in to drop off or pick up their kids, I’d say hello to each one of them, by name. “It was the funniest thing,” my mom says. “Cam always appreciated what adults did. He was the kind of kid that if we had people over and they brought their kids, when the kids were running around or doing something, Cam wanted to be with the grown-ups, hearing what they had to say.”

My father, Dan, speculated that this precocious habit might lead me to a career in politics. But looking back, this was really about me liking the feeling of being taken seriously by adults, and a politician isn’t exactly the model of a person who people take seriously anymore. (I’m not trying to be funny here; just telling the truth.)

I realized early on that my interest in adults wasn’t shared by my peers. I wasn’t a loner by any means—I had friends and I enjoyed spending time with them—but the kids I grew up with seemed to believe the world revolved around them. I struggled with the way they spent their time. I wondered: Did we have to play Mario Kart whenever we got together, for hours on end? Was junk food, like Lay’s chips, pretzels, cookies, the only option? That all may sound like a kid’s dream, but my mind didn’t work that way. I would get back to my room after one of those afternoons, sit on my bed, and ask myself what the hell I had accomplished all day. I guess you could say I was an old soul. I was already searching for personal fulfillment, and I thought that older people might just hold the answers.
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My dad, Dan, my mom, Lauren, and me at age twelve.



This might also explain why I was so fascinated by history. When I was five years old I became captivated by a perfume bottle that had been owned by my great-grandmother. My mom says I would ask endless questions about the bottle—where it came from, who had made it—and soon, I became interested in all kinds of old stuff.

My grandfather Joe—my father’s father—was a longtime coin collector, and when I was nine years old, he helped me start a collection of my own. He took me with him to an enormous outdoor fair called the Brimfield Antique Show and Flea Market that was about a half hour from his house in Dudley, Massachusetts. Brimfield is the largest outdoor antique market in America. It’s held three times a year, and is made up of thousands of vendors stretching for more than a mile, who sell just about anything that could conceivably be called antique—guns, furniture, toys, Playboy magazines, you name it. More than a million visitors typically go to Brimfield each year. My eyes practically popped out of their sockets when I saw it for the first time.

As I walked around the fair with my grandfather, I was fascinated by the idea that every item had a history of some kind. I imagined being able to touch something and instantly know its story, its meaning, its lifetime of lessons. How cool would that be?

Since my grandfather’s focus was on coins, we spent most of our time visiting coin vendors, and I was quickly hooked. Now, these were objects with stories behind them, I realized. One of the first items I bought was an 1856 Braided Hair Half Cent. As its name suggests, it was originally worth half a penny. The tiny coin was in poor condition, no longer in circulation, and had little monetary value to collectors—which is why I was able to buy it for $2—but I was enthralled to own something that old, with so much history behind it. It was the start of my coin collection, and a number of early lessons about the ins and outs of collecting.

I loved learning about the history of the 1856 Braided Hair Half Cent, but I also wanted to understand why that coin wasn’t valuable and others were, so I dove into research on the prices of different coins. One of the first things I discovered was that pre-1965 quarters and dimes were more valuable than post-1965 versions because they contained silver. That piece of information sent me on a hunt through all the old change my dad had stashed in various places around the house. My mission was to unearth the old coins with hidden silver and rescue them from a future trip to the Coinstar machine at the local supermarket. I was turning into a nine-year-old silver prospector, and learning along the way about the importance of the quality of the materials that went into making collectible items.

When I was nine, my dad also showed me a bunch of Bicentennial quarters he had collected from 1976. Surely these special edition coins would have gained value all these years later? But as I found out, the bicentennial coin was still only worth 25 cents. I learned that so many people had saved them, thinking they would someday be sought after, that the mass hoarding had created the opposite of the intended effect: an oversupply, and no demand. This was my introduction to the crucial connection between rarity and value.

My grandparents bought me coin books that I could use to carefully organize my growing collection. A big thing at the time was collecting all fifty of the state quarters, which were being issued with unique, state-specific designs. The government issued a new state every few months. I lost interest when I saw how easy it was to get all fifty—if you didn’t want to wait to come by them on your own merits, you could just purchase the ones you were missing for 75 cents each. This was disappointing, because the hunt had already become as important as the find to me, and I thought that the hunt should be difficult. If you could skip the hard part, there was no fun or challenge in it. Another lesson about collecting learned.

So it was the old, valuable, rare, and hard-to-find coins that my grandfather and I liked best. Those items were worth more, yes—but they also had the most interesting histories. When I held a coin from 1943 in my hand, I could imagine a kid clutching it in his palm as he picked out a gumball at the corner store during World War II. An item like that made history feel alive to me.

When I discovered that there was a collectible store in the nearby town of Lexington, I begged my mother to bring me there whenever possible. Lexington Coin looked like a house from the outside, but inside there were glass cases filled with coins from all over the world, as well as stamps and old paper currency. There were also large buckets of miscellaneous unsorted foreign coins for $0.10 a piece. I’d walk in with $4 or $5 burning a hole in my pocket, browse the display cases of ancient gold and silver coins, and ask the owner questions. He’d answer seriously, speaking to me like a collector instead of an elementary school kid. To be treated that way by an adult made me love my trips there all the more. I gravitated toward the $0.10 buckets, as they fit my budget and filled my mind with possibilities of scoring a rare find. I picked up foreign coins, some of them hundreds of years old, from nations like Palestine and Yugoslavia, expanding my sense of history. Unfortunately, the ones I got weren’t valuable, but they were still unusual, historical, and therefore, in my mind, cool.



I soon added comic book collecting to my interests. It was easier to pursue the hobby on my own because we had two comic book stores right in Arlington. Magic Dragon Comics in Arlington Center was a dimly lit, studio apartment–sized store that looked like it could cave in at any moment. The hours posted online and displayed on the window were never followed; the owner seemed to open and close the store whenever he felt like it. I got the sense that he sometimes slept in the back. You could barely walk in the place—it was arranged more like a yard sale than a typical store—but in the large boxes with dozens of comic books for 50 cents each or four-for-a-dollar, it seemed like there was potential for a score. The other store, Comicazi, was in Arlington Heights and it was much larger. The walls and shelves were filled with thousands of action figures, small toys, and hundreds of higher-end vintage and new comic books. In the back, there were thousands of comics sorted alphabetically by title, and each was individually priced.

I never even cracked open the comics I bought—they were entirely about the hunt, the history, the value, and the collecting habit for me, not about the content. I would spend hours in the stores, rifling through the cheap bins, looking for comics that my research told me might be worth more than their face value, and picking up little bits of information as I went. I learned that you could tell the age of the book by the cover price; a dime meant it was from the 1940s or early 1950s. I found out early edition Amazing Spider-Man and Hulk comics were worth huge amounts of money. A mint issue Spider-Man #1 would likely be worth more than $10,000. I even purchased a few of the most affordable Spider-Man and Hulk comics with the earliest dates I could find, settling on Amazing Spider-Man #60 and The Incredible Hulk #151. I decided to keep the Spider-Man I’d bought, but I aimed to test the waters with the Hulk comic to see if there was anyone out there who might pay me good money for it. This led me to my first foray into the wide world of selling collectibles on the internet.

I looked into opening an eBay account, but they didn’t allow second graders to do that, so I convinced my mom to open an account in her name that I could use. I then created a seven-day auction where I listed the comic with a starting bid of $0.99. I was beyond ecstatic when I got a hit, but it turned out it was for the minimum amount. It would be the only bid I’d get. After I went through the bother of packing up the Hulk comic and shipping it out, I wound up paying a whole lot more than the 99 cents the buyer had paid me. It was a failed entrepreneurial venture. Only weeks later did I find out the buyer was one of my dad’s coworkers. Dad, who is an accountant, had gotten such a kick out of me listing items on eBay that he’d talked about it in his office, and one of his colleagues had bought my comic.

While the focus of my collections shifted over the course of my elementary school years, from coins, to comic books, to baseball cards, and beyond, one thing remained: my obsession with the band Nirvana. It had started when I was five years old. My twin brothers Ryan and Jack had just been born, and I didn’t want to listen to their baby music in the car—I wanted to listen to the rock music that my mom liked. So when our cassette player broke with Nirvana’s Nevermind album stuck inside, I was thrilled. We were forced to play it over and over again, and soon, they were my favorite band. I wanted to know everything about them and their lead singer, Kurt Cobain.

When my friends started listening to the boy bands of the time, like NSYNC, I, as usual, went the other way, and stuck with Nirvana. I couldn’t let my preoccupation with them stop at listening to the music, either; I had to go all in, and start a collection. On eBay, I found Nirvana fans selling all sorts of rare foreign-label bootleg CDs and imports, like a live recording from a show the group did in Europe. I would bid and even win sometimes. In the third grade, I used all my birthday money to buy an unreleased Nirvana recording.

I also joined forums like the Nirvana Yahoo Fan Group to research the band and get to know other devotees of the group. In the fourth grade, I made my own Nirvana website—a fan page where I posted pictures of the rare CDs and other items I had collected. I taught myself basic HTML coding, designed the website, and had it hosted on a free platform. I used a basic template and incorporated the coding to add in the photographs. Back then, it would take forever to properly code one photograph; you couldn’t just pop it in and call it a day. I didn’t know it at the time, but these skills I was learning—how to use the internet to connect with people, and find things that others couldn’t—would be critical to my future as a Negro League researcher.

At the end of fifth grade, my interest in Nirvana helped teach me one more lesson: that even adults could be misguided, and through prejudice or ignorance, they could fail to see the merits of something that was important and deserved attention. I had to pick a historical figure, write a research paper, and present it in front of the class. Of course, I chose Kurt Cobain. My teacher, Mrs. Foley, was not excited at all about the idea of me presenting the class with a report glorifying someone who had taken his own life. In fact, her first reaction to my idea was a decisive “No.” I realized that many adults had a negative view of the guy, which was likely due to their understanding about him being limited to knowing about his drug addiction and death by suicide.

I was reminded of a time the year before, when none of my classmates’ parents would let them buy 50 Cent’s Get Rich or Die Tryin’ CD. The reason they cited was that the record had a parental advisory label, meaning it was inappropriate for kids—and that may have been true. I suspected that the fact that it was rap music had something to do with it, too, and I wasn’t having it. So I burned copies of the album myself, on blank CDs, and sold them for $10—or traded them for baseball cards.

I begged Mrs. Foley to let me do the report on Cobain, telling her I would make a strong case that he was an important figure in music who shouldn’t be judged solely by how his life ended. My mother also weighed in, meeting with Mrs. Foley to help me make my case. Finally, my teacher relented. I knew the pressure was on; she was going to be paying closer attention to my presentation than to the kids who picked the obvious choices, like Martin Luther King Jr. or the Wright Brothers.

When I got an A on the paper and presentation, I felt I had achieved a big victory. I had taken a chance and refused to back down after getting an initial rejection. It was an important moment for me, giving me confidence that my view of the world and my interests, unusual as they may have been, had merit.

The Cobain project was the culmination of the first phase of my collecting habit, and brought together all of the things I’d learned. I loved history, I was a good researcher, I valued things that were rare, and if other people didn’t understand my interests—so be it.






CHAPTER 2 Finding My Way into Sports


When I was about eight, I started getting involved in organized team sports, and taking them more seriously. At first, I tried everything—soccer, lacrosse, hockey, baseball—my schedule was jam-packed with sports, as it is for many kids in suburban America. Hockey and baseball were the two I gravitated toward over time. I wasn’t the worst athlete, but I was far from the best, so I came up with a plan for hockey that would ensure I’d get plenty of playing time: I volunteered to be goalie. Having pucks fired at your head wasn’t something most kids were eager to do, meaning I didn’t have a whole lot of competition for the position. It became my own little thing that nobody could take away from me.

The first few years we played at a rink about a mile and a half from my house. I had a good time with my friends. I even enjoyed going to practice. But then the coaches began pushing us to sign up for the Arlington travel league, in addition to the local league. Between the two leagues I was playing upward of seventy-five games per season. Where I’d previously played a game down the road and then come home to have the rest of the day to myself, now I had 5 a.m. games in Wilmington, Massachusetts, which was thirty minutes away. My dad and I would have to leave so early that the Dunkin’ Donuts wasn’t open yet. We’d be so tired on those drives that we would blast rock albums in the car to help us wake up. We always selected the CDs the night before (a favorite of ours was Pearl Jam’s debut album, Ten).

After the painfully early Saturday-morning game was over, I’d usually have to go back to Arlington to play in another game at 3 p.m. with my local team. The coaches were over-the-top with the intensity. One acted like his son was on the verge of going pro. Even at the time, I thought: We’re in sixth grade, nobody is going pro. It wasn’t fun anymore; the whole ordeal became a chore for me. It was disturbing how the intensity of the adults controlling my town’s youth sports leagues drained the joy out of it.

At the end of that tiring hockey season, I said, “You know what? I quit.” I think my parents were relieved. My mother would come across other mothers in town and they would ask, “Oh my God, why did Cam quit hockey? Is everything okay?”

“He just wasn’t into it anymore,” she’d say. “It wasn’t fun, so he said he’s done.”

“I can’t believe that,” they’d say.

It didn’t even cross their minds that having a kid play seventy-five games in a season was overkill. It was one of the first times where I realized, If I don’t have to do something I don’t like, why do it?

I did continue to play organized baseball for many years, though, which was still fun for me, even if I wasn’t playing every inning or dreaming of going pro.

As unremarkable as my own sports career was, playing on teams, baseball in particular, led me to be a sports fan, and the one thing I shared with every boy in New England in the early 2000s was a love for the Boston Red Sox. Not only was the team winning games, but they were doing it in colorful ways. I first started really caring about the team in 2001, and followed their daily dramas like a soap opera fan. Star outfielder Johnny Damon and first baseman/outfielder Kevin Millar nicknamed the team “the Idiots” because of their cavalier attitude toward the eighty-six years that had passed without the Sox winning a championship, and the “Curse of the Bambino.”
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