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  All too often the love of the game gets buried under the digits and the dollars. I see it every day.




  The names Mo Vaughn, Craig Biggio, and John Valentin are more likely to conjure up their combined $150 million in contracts, rather than an appreciation of what brought them to this point. The irony is that Marteese Robinson’s road to the big leagues is more incredible than those of his three teammates.




  They all share something very special. It is a legacy of a love of the game burning so fiercely that it cuts through chilling early-spring Jersey afternoons, or finds the joy in stealing time on the gym floor to long toss before being booted by the hoop guys, or sparks players to recruit fans to come see (for free, no less) players who years later would truly be household names.




  That’s what baseball means at Seton Hall. It begins with the fierce faith and pride of Mike Sheppard, who has given his life to his school and his sport. He has created less a “program” than a family, in the truest sense of the word.




  I know, because I’ve seen it first hand. I was there when Shep first took over as head coach. It is impossible to be in the presence of this former Marine (believe me, you are reminded) and not be inspired to live his motto, “Never lose your hustle.”




  Our radio station, WSOU, was (and still is) housed in Walsh gym. I remember one day encountering workmen loading large pieces of lumber into the gym. “Gee, what’s all that stuff ?” I asked. “Outta my way, this stuff’s heavy. It’s the Roller Derby track.” Shep was fundraising again. Good intentions alone weren’t going to get you those AB’s in the Florida sun.




  I chuckle now at the campaign in the mid-’80s publicizing Vaughn, Biggio, and Robinson as “The Hit Men.” This, on the campus where the fictional Tony Soprano is said to have attended class for a semester and a half.




  The world is now infected with Jersey Chic. But those of us before the deluge — even from my time in the mid-’70s — fondly recall the rakish pride we all took in Pirate baseball, the hardscrabble excellence that sprouted at Owen Carroll Field. On one side of the diamond, The Bubble, a bulbous and very white inflatable dome. To the other, a driveway, lined with that most precious of commodities — on-campus parking.




  When we weren’t broadcasting the games, we were enjoying them as fans. And more. In fact (Shep, you can correct me here if you want, but you might ruin a good story), I recall one game against St. John’s when our loyal and loud contingent ragged the Redmen’s pitcher so long, so hard, so creatively, and so mercilessly, that the poor pitcher tried to flip us a surreptitious digit. Trouble was, he was on the rubber at the time. Balk. Run scores. It was my only collegiate RBI.




  That’s the kind of family that envelops Seton Hall baseball. It nurtured Mo, Craig, John, and Marteese. It continues today.




  Just like that ball Mo blasted at Muzzy Field. I saw that, too. And I still don’t believe it.




  — Bob Ley,


  ESPN Sportscaster


  Seton Hall Class of ’76
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  It had been a long night. Most of these off-season banquets were. But this one had been more enjoyable than most for Major League Baseball stars Craig Biggio, John Valentin, and Mo Vaughn who sat on the dais, happy to be there. Nine years after leading the 1987 Seton Hall University Pirates to the school’s first Big East title, they, along with their coach, Mike Sheppard Sr., had just been enshrined into the school’s Athletic Hall of Fame.




  CBS Sports’ Jim Hunter, the Master of Ceremonies and Class of ’82, wrapped up the night’s dinner by wishing everyone a safe drive home. But no one wanted to leave. The crowd of more than 400 who attended the January 24, 1996, event wanted more and Seton Hall baseball’s most prized possessions were more than willing to oblige. As a line quickly formed, they smiled and signed away. Balls, magazines, cards, and programs. Every now and then they posed for a photo.




  “Wasn’t there another guy who was pretty good on your college team?” one fan asked. “The guy who led the country in hitting?”




  “Hey, where is Marteese?!” Vaughn yelled with a smile, but more than half seriously. “He should be here!” He certainly should have been.




  Instead, Marteese Robinson was at work, 2,500 miles away. He had the night shift — 9 PM-to-7 AM. Just like the fans in line, he was also collecting autographs. Not of major leaguers, but of law breakers. He was in Scottsdale, Arizona, working as a detention officer for the Scottsdale Police Department. If jail were a hotel, Robinson was your friendly front-desk employee. But it was not “Sign right here and we’ll get you to your room.” Instead, Robinson had the troublemakers sign their booking record and escorted them to their jail cell.




  “I didn’t even know about the dinner,” Robinson said. “They didn’t invite me. I was mad when I found out. I should have been there. We were together for a great season and we should have always been linked together. I know they made it to the major leagues and I didn’t, but the school’s Hall of Fame should be about what we did in college. What we did in college was truly awesome and I will always remember it that way.”




  He was talking about the 1987 Seton Hall baseball team that went down in history as having one of the most potent offenses in NCAA lore. The Pirates hit .355 for the season and scored 11.4 runs a game, the fourth-highest production in NCAA history. Eight players from that team signed professional contracts, with four —Biggio, Vaughn, Valentin, and briefly Kevin Morton — advancing to the major leagues. Robinson eventually got there too, although his name is never mentioned on any big league roster or, for that matter, in any encyclopedia or website devoted to the game’s highest level.




  They were among a long list of stars who played baseball at “The Hall,” a small Catholic school nestled tightly on the South Orange-Newark, New Jersey, border. So many players had signed pro contracts after playing at the school that it should have been called a “baseball factory.” But that was not the case. That title was held by schools on the West Coast and down south which had tremendous facilities and weather that allowed them to practice outside the minute NCAA rules allowed.




  But baseball in the Northeast is a tough proposition. The average temperature in February in New Jersey is 35 degrees, rising to 45 degrees in March and finally, to a baseball-considerate 51 degrees in April before spring comes in May.




  “One thing about those guys — Valentin, Biggio, and Vaughn — those guys are all winners,” former Boston Red Sox and current Houston Astros manager Jimy Williams said during the 2000 season. “They are very competitive and like to compete in big games. They are durable, they play with pain. These kids are all from the East. They’re tough kids. You also think about [Jeff] Bagwell, he’s like that. These guys don’t have the opportunity as youngsters to play as many games as kids in the South and West Coast because of the weather.”




  Vaughn echoed his former manager’s sentiments. “We had to be tough,” the Anaheim Angels first baseman said about his college days. “No one plays baseball in the snow, but I remember one game when we not only played in the snow, but our offense was so tough we were crushing balls through the snow flakes.”




  But Vaughn also knows it was not the weather that made them tough. It was their coach, Mike Sheppard. Sheppard is one of the nation’s most respected coaches. Through the 2001 season, the “Old Man,” as his players and five children call him, was 916-446-10 in 28 years. He has seen 77 players sign pro contracts with 11 advancing to the big leagues.




  “He was a military sergeant,” said former New York Yankees catcher Rick Cerone, Sheppard’s first major leaguer, who played at Seton Hall from 1972-75. “He was tough, demanded an awful lot to the point that it was a little crazy.” Sheppard, who admits to using physical contact as a motivator in his early years, had toned down his act by 1987. But he still was a disciplinarian who wanted the game played a certain way.




  “We relied on each other to pick each other up,” remarked Dana Brown, one of the eight players off the 1987 squad to sign a pro contract. “We would stay up in the dorms and tell stories about Shep. The guy could be vicious. But off the field he was a great guy who really cared for us. He taught you to be a great person. He also taught you to how to win because he made you hate losing so badly.”




  Looking back, Brown and the rest of his 1987 teammates realized that Sheppard did something right. While sending four players from one college team to the major leagues was not a rare occurrence, finding a Northeast school on the list certainly was.




  “That year was special and we didn’t even know it,” Valentin said years later while playing for the Boston Red Sox. “We were an East Coast team. March came and we were playing in the snow. Coach Sheppard made sure we knew that all of those other teams played in warm weather and had better facilities than us, but we would always outwork them.”




  Following is a list of collegiate teams in the 1980s that sent four or more players to the major leagues off of one team. Seton Hall is the only one of the 32 teams not considered a traditional college power from a warm, or at least moderate, climate:




  1980 Wichita State Shockers


  (NCAA Tournament participants): Joe Carter; Don Heinkel; Charlie O’Brien; Bryan Oelkers; Phil Stephenson.




  1981 Wichita State Shockers


  (NCAA Tournament participants): Joe Carter; Don Heinkel; Charlie O’Brien; Bryan Oelkers; Phil Stephenson




  1982 Arizona Wildcats


  Tom Barrett; Kevin Blankenship; Casey Candaele; Jack Daugherty; Ed Vosberg; Kevin Ward




  1982 Texas Longhorns


  (NCAA College World Series participants): Mike Brumley; Roger Clemens; Spike Owen; Calvin Schiraldi




  1982 Wichita State Shockers


  (NCAA Runnerup): Don Heinkel; Charlie O’Brien; Bryan Oelkers; Russ Morman; Phil Stephenson




  1983 Arizona Wildcats


  Jack Howell; Joe Magrane; Ed Vosberg; Kevin Ward




  1983 Texas Longhorns


  (NCAA National Champions): Billy Bates; Mike Brumley; Roger Clemens; Bruce Ruffin; Calvin Schiraldi




  1984 Arkansas Razorbacks


  Kevin Campbell; Jeff King; Les Lancaster; Pat Rice




  1984 Arizona State Sun Devils


  (NCAA College World Series participants): Barry Bonds; Mike Devereaux; Doug Henry; Oddibe McDowell




  1984 Florida State Seminoles


  (NCAA Tournament participants): Luis Alicea; Mike Loynd; Jody Reed; Paul Sorrento




  1984 Mississippi State Bulldogs


  (NCAA Tournament participants): Jeff Brantley; Will Clark; Rafael Palmeiro; Bobby Thigpen




  1984 Texas Longhorns


  (NCAA College World Series participants): Billy Bates; Dennis Cook; Bruce Ruffin; Greg Swindell




  1985 Arizona State Sun Devils


  Mike Benjamin; Barry Bonds; Mike Devereaux; Doug Henry




  1985 Florida Gators


  (NCAA Tournament participants): Dave Eiland; Jeff Fischer; Scott Lusader; Mike Perez; Steve Rosenberg; Scott Ruskin; Mike Stanley




  1985 LSU Tigers


  (NCAA Tournament participants): Albert Belle; Mark Guthrie; Eric Hetzel; Barry Manuel; Clay Parker; Jeff Reboulet; Jack Voigt




  1985 Mississippi State Bulldogs


  (NCAA College World Series participants): Jeff Brantley; Will Clark; Rafael Palmeiro; Bobby Thigpen




  1985 Texas Longhorns


  (NCAA Runnerup): Billy Bates; Dennis Cook; Bruce Ruffin; Greg Swindell




  1985 UCLA Bruins


  Jeff Conine; Torey Lovullo; Alex Sanchez; Todd Zeile




  1986 Arkansas Razorbacks


  (NCAA Tournament participants): Kevin Campbell; Jeff King; Jim Kremers; Mike Oquist; Scott Pose; Pat Rice




  1986 LSU Tigers


  (NCAA College World Series participants): Albert Belle; Jim Bowie; Mark Guthrie; Barry Manuel; Jeff Reboulet; Jack Voigt




  1986 UCLA Bruins


  (NCAA Tournament participants): Jeff Conine; Eric Karros; Torey Lovullo; Alex Sanchez; Todd Zeile




  1987 Arizona Wildcats


  (NCAA Tournament participants): Chip Hale; Gil Heredia; Kenny Lofton; J.T. Snow




  1987 LSU Tigers


  (NCAA College World Series participants): Albert Belle; Mark Guthrie; Barry Manuel; Ben McDonald; Russ Springer; Jack Voigt




  1987 Seton Hall Pirates


  (NCAA Tournament participants): Craig Biggio; Kevin Morton; John Valentin; Mo Vaughn




  1987 UCLA Bruins


  (NCAA Tournament participants): Jeff Conine; Bob Hamelin; Eric Karros; Alex Sanchez




  1988 Arizona Wildcats


  Lance Dickson; Trevor Hoffman; Kenny Lofton; J.T. Snow




  1988 LSU Tigers


  John O’Donoghue; Keith Osik; Curt Leskanic; Ben McDonald; Russ Springer




  1988 Stanford Cardinals


  (NCAA National Champions): Brian Johnson; Mike Mussina; Stan Spencer; Ed Sprague




  1988 Wichita State Shockers


  (NCAA College World Series participants): Greg Brummett; P.J. Forbes; Dave Haas; Mike Lansing; Pat Meares; Eric Wedge




  1989 Arizona Wildcats


  (NCAA Tournament participants): Lance Dickson; Trevor Hoffman; Kenny Lofton; J.T. Snow




  1989 LSU Tigers


  (NCAA College World Series participants): Curt Leskanic; Ben McDonald; John O’Donoghue; Chad Ogea; Keith Osik; Russ Springer




  1989 Wichita State Shockers


  (NCAA National Champions): Greg Brummett; P.J. Forbes; Mike Lansing; Pat Meares; Eric Wedge




  Seton Hall, besides being the only Northeast school on the list, is also the only one that was not a regular participant in the NCAA College World Series. In fact, the last Northeastern team to make it to Omaha was the 1986 Maine Bears, led by shortstop Mike Bordick, and they advanced largely because the system was still designed to allow a team from the region to participate.




  With one exception from 1975-86, the NCAA had a Northeast Regional which brought conference champions to one site to play for a bid to the College World Series. This bracket automatically allowed a team from the region to advance to Omaha; Maine was usually the school which advanced, winning in ’81, ’82, ’83, ’84, and ’86. But in 1987, the NCAA began to treat its baseball tournament like it’s basketball’s March Madness to ensure that the game’s best teams were included. So that year, while the Northeast Regional still existed, it was played in Atlanta with Georgia Tech, Georgia, and Michigan included, while Seton Hall was sent to the South I Regional in Huntsville, Alabama.




  Chris Monasch, commissioner of the America East Conference and a member of the 2001 NCAA Baseball Tournament Selection Committee, understands the frustrations the Northeast college teams have, but realizes the seeding system is best for the college game. “Each conference champion, along with 34 at-large teams, are still included in the tournament, but by seeding, you ensure that the best teams have the best chance to make it to the College World Series. Before 1987, many of the nation’s best teams, traditionally from the West Coast and South, did not even make the NCAA Tournament. That is how the basketball tournament once was, but when that tournament changed to include the best teams, the tournament became extremely successful and grew in interest. The same thing has happened with the baseball tournament.”




  The 1987 Seton Hall Pirates helped the sport grow in popularity. The talent level was impressive, considering Biggio, Valentin, and Vaughn have each already played 10 or more seasons in the big leagues and they were not even the best players on the team. That title, hands-down went to Marteese Robinson who hit .529 as the nation’s top hitter. “Marty was the best,” Vaughn said in 2000. “We all knew it. He ran like a deer. He hit with power. He drove in runs. Defensively he was very smooth.”




  The major leagues were supposed to be a certainty for him. But it never happened that way. Instead Robinson watched from the sidelines as his former teammates — Biggio, Valentin, and Vaughn — took the teachings of Mike Sheppard all the way to stardom in the the major leagues.




  


  


  


  


  





  IN MEMORY




  In memory of Seton Hall University students Frank Caltabilota, John Giunta, and Aaron Karol who lost their lives in the tragic January 19, 2000, Boland Hall fire.
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    “THE HIT MEN” ARE BORN



  




  Few, except for the players and coaches, along with their family, friends, and an occasional fan, paid much attention to baseball in the Northeast. The sport was a poor stepchild to college basketball, with a season that started during the winter and finished to an empty campus after final exams. The games were rarely televised and daily newspapers provided only brief blurbs, scores, and an occasional story. Seton Hall, even though it boasted one of the most successful baseball programs around, fell into that black hole. But, in reality, baseball should have been King at Seton Hall.




  The 1987 season began with Seton Hall 201-622-16 all-time. Baseball was the school’s first sport started in 1863 with a 20-16 win over Fordham. To that point, the school had 75 winning seasons, 18 NCAA Tournament appearances, five College World Series visits and 20 major league players. Even the school’s athletic nickname stemmed from baseball. Back on April 23, 1931, Seton Hall used a five-run ninth inning to beat Holy Cross. The next day, the Newark Evening News article read, “One of the sportswriters was so excited in the turn of events that he exclaimed with disgust, ‘That Seton Hall team is a gang of Pirates.’ ”




  Although easily the school’s most successful sport with only three losing seasons in a half-century, baseball was played in a vacuum. Basketball, which had a storied tradition with a national title in the ’50s, came first. P.J. Carlesimo’s team was rising in the ranks. His Pirates had just advanced to the 1987 NIT, the school’s first postseason trip in 11 years. In another year it would be the school’s first NCAA Tournament bid. Two more years until the 1989 Final Four.




  “Shep had some great teams,” Carlesimo, who left Seton Hall in 1994 to coach the Portland Trail Blazers, said in late December 2000 while working as an NBA analyst for NBC. “I always enjoyed the relationship between the basketball program and Shep’s players. “They were always very supportive of our teams and we were the same way towards them. It was fun getting to know the guys and watching them play.”




  Seton Hall head baseball coach Mike Sheppard Sr. and his players understood the attention basketball received.




  But baseball was not even a close second. The soccer team got more respect, having just finished seventh in the nation. To make it even more insulting to the baseball players, the soccer team played on the outfield of their field — Owen T. Carroll Field — named after the former baseball coach. Fall baseball practice was forced to take a backseat to soccer. It was as if Europe’s passion had overtaken “America’s Pastime.” The players griped that the women’s basketball team also came before them.




  “We had to share our field with the soccer team,” Houston Astros star Craig Biggio later remembered in an article for an Astros game program, “and the batting cages with the fencing team and the cheerleading squad. While I was there, we built our own pitching mounds. It would be easy to get frustrated, but Coach Sheppard holds it all together.” Biggio failed to mention the baseball team back then washed their own uniforms and worked as the grounds crew, even if it meant beating the coming rains with 3 AM tarp duty.




  “Craig had mastered the fact that baseball was never given its due here and that we still had to overcome it,” Sheppard said. “He would tell me, ‘Fuck ’em, Coach. Let’s just win. We can overcome anything.’”




  Sheppard could not understand the school’s indifference to baseball, especially because the sport brought in revenue. Considering Sheppard had only 15 scholarships to give and more than 75 players annually attended opening practice, baseball brought in at least 60 students a year paying tuition, room and board. That was at least $500,000 a year.




  “I pushed a lot for the program,” Sheppard said. “A lot of people didn’t like that, but I am driven because I care so much about Seton Hall and have so much passion for baseball and the program. I was bleeding blue before Tommy Lasorda ever came along.”




  Sheppard, the program’s glue, came from the old school. He was demanding and relentless. He hated mental mistakes. After one of his infielders made three errors in the same inning, Sheppard tossed an empty bucket onto the field and yelled at his mistake-prone player, “Here! See if you can catch a ball with this!”




  “If I’m not on your ass, I didn’t see potential,” Sheppard said. “When I was a kid, if I came home from a game and went 3-for-5, my father would say I did well, but let’s talk about the two at-bats you did not get a hit on. That is my job as a coach to point out the things a player needs to do to improve.”




  “My old man’s philosophy is to eliminate mistakes,” said John Sheppard, the coach’s middle son of three who played second base on the 1987 team. “If you go 4-for-4, he wants to talk about the mistakes you made in the field. That type of coaching style is not popular with a lot of people, but our group appreciated it because we all wanted to get better every day.”




  His stars understood and explained Sheppard’s actions to the younger players. “Biggio would get three hits,” Sheppard said, “and say, ‘Jeez, he’s on my ass to get the fourth one. What is wrong with that? That’s what will make us great players.’ ”




  The players had conflicting views about their coach who acted differently on and off the field. “He is a no nonsense leader,” 1987 center fielder Dana Brown said. “When you come here to play for Shep, if you don’t love the game, you’re not gonna make it. There were times we wanted to grab the guy by the throat and squeeze him to death.”




  At the same time, he cared for his players greatly and tried to mold them into quality young men. “He taught us respect,” Biggio said after his 13th major league season. “Respect who you are. Respect the game. Respect your family. If you have respect, you will do the right thing.”




  When Sheppard and his Pirates began practicing for the 1987 season, they did not meet on green grass under a hot sun as you would expect a college baseball team to do. After all, this was the Northeast in the middle of winter. Instead they met in the school’s “baseball complex.” A dusty, dungeonesque room in the basement of 2,000-seat Walsh Gymnasium. The batting cages featured torn netting hanging on wires strung across the 40 x 120 foot room. The pitchers worked their arms next door in a cramped 70-foot expanded closet. Only two could possibly throw at a time. The team could only long toss in the upstairs gym.




  Throwing had to be completed by 3 PM because of basketball practice. The baseball team also competed for floor space with athletic department staff pick-up basketball games. The players adjusted. They simply threw over the administrators. One time they played. “We had to be careful,” Vaughn said, “because if Shep found out he would kill us. It was the baseball team against the athletic department. They played every day, every day. But we crushed ’em.”




  Besides sneaking in a quick game of hoops, the Pirates got in shape by running in the cold. They practiced baserunning in the snow. It was not baseball “like it oughta be,” but still, Sheppard was excited about the season. He had eight starters returning, although his two best pitchers from the 1986 32-26 club, eventual major leaguer Rich Scheid and Doug Cinnella, both signed pro contracts after their junior years.




  The 1987 infield was solid. Six-foot-one, 180-pound junior first baseman Marteese Robinson, who was voted a Freshman All-America by Baseball America and the Big East Freshman of Year, was returning from an injury-shortened 1986 season. Robinson hit .394 his rookie year, but only .287 as a sophomore.




  Robinson’s best friend, second baseman John Sheppard, hit .325 in 1986 after transferring from North Carolina. His double play partner, 6'1" sophomore John Valentin was one of the smoothest fielders Sheppard ever coached. A walk-on surprise, Valentin hit .296 as a rookie with only 10 strikeouts. He went 6-for-9 in the Big East Tournament and was named to the All-Tournament team. Junior Jeff Riggs played the hot corner.




  The outfield — Brown, left fielder Pete Petrone, and senior right fielder Ralph Soto — was a speedy bunch.




  The designated hitter was 6'0", 200-pound freshman Maurice “Mo” Vaughn. A four-year starter in football, basketball and baseball at Trinity-Pawling [NY] School, Vaughn was athletic, but still an unproven commodity.




  Biggio, a 5'11" junior catcher, would captain the Pirates and guide a young pitching staff. He hit .351 with 43 RBI the previous year with 42 stolen bases and earned All-Big East honors.




  “Our one-to-five spots are loaded with power,” Sheppard told the Star-Ledger’s Ed Barmakian. “Biggio can do it all. We also have some guys who can fly. We’ve always been a running team. Whether you’re fast or not, you better learn how to run when you come here.”




  A mid-February, five-game, season-opening trip to Miami was the first time the Pirates would step foot on an actual baseball diamond not covered in snow. And, as Sheppard said, they were ready to run. Seton Hall stole 20 bases during the trip and rookie Vaughn made an immediate impact. Vaughn, who Sheppard called a “lefty Don Baylor,” smacked two two-run homers in an 11-5 win over national power Miami.




  The Pirates returned home 3-2, and again practiced indoors, with an occasional trip outside when the temperature went above freezing. They flew south again on March 14, this time to Orlando and the Central Florida/Burger King Classic where they won eight straight.




  Robinson went 23-for-34 in the tournament to win MVP honors. Not a bad week for a guy who many thought was done for his career after suffering a major injury the year before in a 6-5, 13-inning win at Tulane. “Val [Valentin] went into the six hole and tried to bounce the ball in the grass so it would skip to me,” Robinson remembered. “It took a bad hop and came up and would have hit me in the face, but I put my glove up to keep it in front of me. It was the only thing I could do. The base runner, Tookie Spann, a football player, I’ll never forget his name, hit my arm. I was screaming and yelling and I could see our trainer, John Levitt, running towards me, but it seemed like it took him45 minutes to go the 30 feet from the dugout.” Robinson was hospitalized. Sheppard and his wife Phyllis rushed to his side and helped make a decision on surgery with a long distance call to Robinson’s mother. Robinson remained in New Orleans with Sports Information Director John Wooding. The team went home as Robinson’s season was lost. Medical report: Broken wrist; broken forearm; 10 screws; two metal plates.




  “No one actually came out and said it, but I don’t think a lot of people thought I would come back,” Robinson, who now proudly showed off an enormous scar on his right forearm, told Barmakian before the season. “When I was in the hospital, the guy I roomed with had been in a car accident and he almost lost both his legs. After seeing what he went through, I would look down at my arm and figure it wasn’t so bad. He told me not to give up and gave me the inspiration I needed to come back.”




  “It seems strange to say, but in some ways, what happened to Marty turned out to be positive,” Sheppard said in the same article. “He got on a weight program and came back stronger. In my opinion, he’s the best defensive first baseman in college baseball. No one stretches and picks up a ball in the dirt like he does.”




  Offense. Defense. Robinson was back and his fast start re-lit his effervescent, room-lighting smile. “I got off to a pretty good start this season,” he said. “After my injury last season, I worked with weights. John Morris helped me with my hitting. When I was at Seton Hall Prep, I saw John Morris hit a 450-foot home run and we talked about hitting,” Robinson said. “He always told me to hit line drives and not try for home runs. I watched him and copied his whole stance. He still comes here in the fall and works with me.”




  Morris, who would play for the St. Louis Cardinals in 1987, was one of many former Seton Hallers who returned to campus each winter. Yankees catcher Rick Cerone and Braves pitcher Charlie Puleo, who both led Seton Hall to the 1974 and 1975 College World Series, along with Pat Pacillo, then a rookie pitcher on the Reds, were part of the tradition-rich Seton Hall program who always seemed to be around.




  “I would go back to Seton Hall during the off-season and work with the guys,” Cerone said in 2001. “I worked with the catchers a bit, but mostly I wanted to get my work in. To them, though, I was the guy who brought them the new shoes and batting gloves. During the course of a major league season you acquire a lot of gear and every year when I would work out at Seton Hall I would bring back a lot of stuff for the guys. It was like Christmas for those guys. “




  Cerone appreciated what the Seton Hall players were going through. They had a coach who was as rugged as they came. “Shep taught us that you had to be tough to play baseball even though it is a game that you use your head more than your body. You had to be physically and mentally tough. You had to battle the elements. It is tough to play baseball in March and April in New Jersey. He’s not an X and O’s guy. He believed in discipline.”




  Although Sheppard, who admits that his first few years at Seton Hall were a bit too Woody Hayes-like, had calmed down, he still had what he called “the fire in his belly.” That intensity fit perfectly with his 1987 squad which raced to a 16-3 start. They cracked the Top 20 for the first time in three years, 16th in the Collegiate Baseball poll, but celebrated by blowing a late lead and losing to Fairleigh Dickinson, 8-7.




  The FDU loss had Biggio angry. A three-hour bus trip to Siena two days later did nothing to change his spirits. Before the Pirates built an 8-1 fifth inning lead, Biggio’s emotions spilled over. Robinson, who had singled, was being kept close with a series of pick-off tries which ended with harder and harder whacks to his helmet. Starter Jeff DiNuzzo was quietly resting his arm in the dugout, watching. With the two dugouts jawing at each other over the hard tag, Biggio turned to DiNuzzo and yelled, “When that fucking guy comes up, you better fucking throw at him. Nobody is going to do that to us!!” The next inning, the first baseman was dusted. Biggio smiled. Respect earned. His mood brightened. A 9-4 win also helped.




  Biggio was the undisputed leader, but it was not always that way. “Craig came to us as the worst defensive catcher I had ever seen,” Sheppard said. “But he is a hard worker and he made himself into one of the best catchers in the East. Without him I don’t know where we would be.”




  “Craig was fierce,” Vaughn said later. “He was our captain. He ran the team. He even coached us in the fall season when we had split-squad games. He was so fast and played the game so hard. As the DH, I would sit in the dugout and watch him beat guys down the line backing up groundballs at first.”




  The day before the FDU loss, Sheppard spoke at the season’s first New Jersey College Baseball Writers and Coaches Association meeting at the Town Pub in nearby Bloomfield. He was all smiles. “There were 25 scouts out there,” he said about an earlier 14-1 win at Monmouth, “as many as I’ve ever seen at a game.




  “You can’t walk Biggio because he can run and you don’t want to walk him with Mo Vaughn coming up next. He’s the guy who really came along for us in Florida. He’s really mature for a freshman, I just hope he can keep it up.” To this point, the Pirates had a team batting average of .361 with 93 stolen bases in 102 tries. Robinson was leading the nation with a .580 average and had 14-straight stolen bases, Biggio .400 with 14-of-15 swipes, and Vaughn .473 with 29 RBI.




  Sheppard, bubbling with excitement, took some ribbing from his peers not used to big smiles and unbridled enthusiasm from the drill sergeant-like guy. “I’m not getting soft,” Sheppard said. “I like these kids.” He would like them even more after a 14-4 pasting of in-state rival Rutgers which was led by Brown’s childhood friend, sophomore center fielder Eric Young. It was Brown who had convinced the football wide receiver to also play baseball at Rutgers. It turned out to be a good career move for the future major league star.




  Seton Hall then beat Fordham, moved to 15th in the nation at 19-4, and saw Robinson featured in USA Today. “Maybe I should break everyone’s arm,” Sheppard joked to writer Roscoe Nance. Then he got serious in talking about the .582-hitting Robinson who also had nine homers, 44 RBI, and a 22-game hitting streak. “He’s not resting on his laurels. I’ve seen guys like this before. They get two hits and then they coast. Not this guy. He always wants to get a hit or steal a base. He keeps in the back of his mind what it was like not to play.”




  Biggio and Vaughn drew Robinson’s praise. “Without those guys, I wouldn’t be in the position I’m in.” Although Robinson was humble, the spotlight still focused on him. Collegiate Baseball named him its National Player of the Week after an “average” few days. He went 7-for-12 with two homers and six RBI during the span.




  “I’ve never seen anyone like Marteese,” Collegiate Baseball managing editor Lou Pavlovich said. “His statistics are so shocking, it’s like testing a lightning rod after it’s been struck.” But Robinson and the Pirates suffered a power failure. Hated St. John’s handed them their only shutout loss of the season, 7-0. Terry Bross, a 6'10" basketball forward for Coach Lou Carnesecca, who eventually pitched in the major leagues, helped limit the Pirates to just two infield hits. Robinson’s hitting-streak ended at 22.




  The Pirates then took 4-of-5 on a road trip and Vaughn took his turn in the spotlight. The first freshman to hit cleanup at Seton Hall since Cerone in 1973, Vaughn started his career hitting .111 in the fall practice season. He learned first-hand how demanding Sheppard could be.




  “We didn’t like our coach at all,” Vaughn said years later. “He was the toughest man we ever faced, but as you look back on it, he was the best thing to happen to us. He was tough love. He wanted you to be the best you could be. We all tried to bend the rules, no doubt. He’d bring us in the office and tell us if we didn’t do things right, we wouldn’t play. He knew playing was the only satisfaction we had.”




  But Sheppard took the game away when he suspended Vaughn for a month during the fall season for missing mandatory study hall. The veterans were not surprised by the punishment. “He doesn’t let you play if your grades slip or if you’re not running or doing what you need to,” Biggio said. Valentin added, “Shep is a constant. He’s always the same. He is really, really tough. College is a time when you could stay out late, go out, miss class. But he has a really tight rope on us.”




  But during the winter, after he reinstated Vaughn, Sheppard recognized he needed to do some yard work at Owen T. Carroll Field to take advantage of the freshman’s strength. For years a big tree sat behind the right field fence. If a home run ball hit the tree and bounced back, the ball was in play. No home run. “The power in his bat caused me to cut the tree’s limbs,” Sheppard explained to Barmakian. “It was the first time I used a power saw.”




  Vaughn, however, would face no such obstacles once the “real” spring season began. He showed his skills by hitting three homers in a 16-8 second-game win at Georgetown. The players called the final one a “bomb.” “One of the parents showed me where it landed,” Sheppard said. “I’m a football official, so I know how to walk out a yard at a time. The ball cleared the right field fence and then went over another fence before landing on a softball diamond. He hit it so far it just seemed like a moment in time. The sign said 480 feet at the point it went over the fence.” Sheppard’s best guess? 540 feet.




  “I got around Craig and Marty and the three of us talk hitting all the time,” Vaughn said showing the maturity Sheppard spoke about earlier in the season. “Being around them has helped me a lot. Not only have I learned a lot from them, but hitting between them in the lineup really helps me too. Pitchers can’t pitch around you when you’re batting between two major league prospects.”




  “Mo was a hitter,” Biggio said. “He is a student of the game. He watched and he listened and he talked about hitting. He had a passion for it.”




  It was now time for some self-promoting by the Pirates and left-hander John Brogan, a junk ball thrower, was their P.T. Barnum. The Pirates knew they were good and, like any performers, wanted enthusiastic audiences. Brogan took photos of his teammates, created promotional flyers and plastered them all over campus.




  One of Brogan’s creations declared Biggio, Vaughn, and Robinson were “The Hit Men.” The Yankees had just come off a 90-win season led by All-Star first baseman Don Mattingly. Mattingly’s Nike “Hit Man” poster was popular in the New York area. Brogan stole the idea and convinced Seton Hall’s talented trio to dress as gangsters. Biggio stood in the middle wearing sunglasses. Vaughn stood to his left and Robinson to his right. Robinson looked like a natural. His hat tilted to the right and his black suit fit flawlessly. Even the way he held his fake machinegun looked the part, perhaps an omen of where his career would take him. “They really liked the idea of getting dressed in their suits,” Brogan said. “They never thought anything of it. All we wanted to do was try to get more people to the games.”




  Ironically, the Pirates did not know what it was like to draw crowds. They had not yet played on campus. A botched sodding effort at Owen T. Carroll Field kept them on the road with home games played at nearby parks. They came home on April 20 against Georgetown and Robinson took care of the welcome home party. He went 7-for-8 in the opening doubleheader with three homers and six RBI. The 16th-ranked Pirates were 26-6 with Robinson hitting .551 just over halfway through the season. He was hitting 48 points higher than any other collegian and was dead even with the all-time NCAA mark set by New Mexico’s Keith Hagman in 1980.




  “I’ve never before seen a college kid go through such a hot streak,” Yankees scout Joe Di Carlo said. “His batting average is legitimate. He’s whacking everything for line drives with power.”




  The Pirates were cruising at 9-1 in the Big East Southern Division mark, but Sheppard was not satisfied with his .340-hitting club which was scoring just under 10 runs a game. His son John certainly did not escape criticism from the equal-opportunity motivator. “Our sixth and seventh guys have to hit with men on base,” the head coach said. Guess whose son hit sixth?
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