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  Foreword
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  IN MARCH OF 1980, coach Bo Schembechler hired me as an assistant football coach at the University of Michigan. He assigned me to recruit the Chicago area and it was my job to identify, evaluate, and recruit young men who possessed the myriad abilities necessary to succeed in the ultra-competitive environment that exists at Michigan.

  One of the most difficult aspects of recruiting in that era was obtaining the game film or video needed to evaluate the recommended prospects from the hundreds of high schools that comprised this area. There was not enough time to visit every school in the four or five weeks allotted for spring recruiting, and the communication technology was not what it is today.

  It was during this time that I first met Tom Lemming. Tom invited me, along with other college recruiters, to his home in Schaumburg to view the film and tapes he had collected from high school coaches throughout the Chicago area. He offered us a way to evaluate a lot of players in a short period, thus saving us valuable time. In the years to follow, hundreds of coaches would make their way to his home. Tom Lemming became a great resource to our recruiting efforts.

  I liked him from the beginning; he was smart, honest, and I appreciated his love for the game and his passion for the recruiting process. He made a lot of friends in the coaching fraternity, both high school and college. He quickly became a respected media source who was always willing to relate his views and opinions on recruiting.
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  Tom Lemming, left, and Michigan coach Lloyd Carr.

  


  Before long he began to publish his evaluations and rankings of high school players. Next he began to rank college recruiting classes, which did not meet with the approval of many college coaches. Then he moved on to the national stage, touring the country by car in search of the nation’s finest high school players. Then came the Internet; almost overnight, it seemed Tom Lemming was a big name. It was not overnight, of course, and it certainly was not always an easy ride.

  Along the way he also met with controversy, most notably within the college coaching ranks and eventually with the NCAA. A college football coach is, by NCAA rule, allowed to make only a limited number of phone calls to a recruit. Tom Lemming has no such restrictions and that allows him (and others in the field) the access that many coaches believe enables him undue influence in the recruiting process. This issue has resulted in concentrated efforts to limit his activities, but these efforts have had very little success. His perseverance and unyielding determination to chart and follow his own course have enabled him to scale the heights of his career.

  Back in 1980, none of those who gathered at his home to watch film would have predicted that this “mailman” would become a revolutionary figure in the world of college football. Today, recruiting is college football’s second season and—for better or worse—it has kept the passion of many college football fans burning during the winter months. In my judgment, more than anyone else, Tom Lemming has made it so.

  As I look back on the impact he has had, what I see is a wonderful American story about a guy who followed his dream, and in the process, created a career and life that is successful beyond what anyone else could have imagined. It is a story about a guy who defied all odds and won. It is a story about a guy I admire a lot.

  —LLOYD B. CARR

  ANN ARBOR, MICHIGAN

  FEBRUARY 2007
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[image: ]

  WHO’S TOM LEMMING?


  FORMER MICHIGAN STATE FOOTBALL COACH George Perles used to refer to Tom Lemming as “the mailman.” It was a backhanded reference to Lemming’s other occupation at the time. How, Perles wondered, was Lemming qualified to evaluate high school prospects and recommend them to college recruiters? And why were they listening to a letter carrier?

  Well, after a few years, Lemming finally convinced Perles. And he has delivered the goods to hundreds of other college coaches and football fanatics in the last 28 years. Lemming is, however, caught in a no-win situation. He probably would be booed at his own birthday party. You either love him or hate him—and that depends upon your college loyalty or what time of day it is. If you love him this year, the odds are better than 50/50 that you’ll work up a good dislike for him in the next year or two. He is a lightning rod for controversy. That is the nature of his business—and he makes no apologies.

  No, Lemming doesn’t editorialize about politics or religion. He is a football recruiting analyst. He annually scouts the best high school players in the nation, both in person and on film, evaluating each before offering a “thumbs up” or “thumbs down,” much like a movie critic. He publishes a national magazine that reports on the top 1,200 seniors, then responds when his opinions are challenged.

  He has been doing his thing since 1978. No one else does it the same way—not then, not now. Tom Lemming is an original. Who else would drive 50,000 miles a year, from Seattle to Miami, sleep in his car, and eat tacos and cheeseburgers along the way, just to talk to thousands of teenage wannabes who dream of being the next John Elway? In his best-selling book, The Blind Side: Evolution of a Game, author Michael Lewis described Lemming, who is credited with discovering offensive lineman Michael Oher of Memphis, Tennessee, now a highly touted NFL prospect at the University of Mississippi, as “the only national football scout in America. Overnight, he became the leading independent authority on the subject of U.S. high school football players.”

  Bob Chmiel, who was recruiting coordinator at Northern Illinois, Northwestern, Michigan, and Notre Dame, said Lemming “does it better than anyone else in the country. He is thorough. He has no agendas. For every blue-chipper you read about, there is a kid you never heard about that Tom has helped to get to college. People don’t know that side.” Chmiel admits Lemming’s candor is occasionally off-putting. “But if you criticize him, you don’t know him,” Chmiel says. “His heart is in the right place. He sincerely cares about the kids. He tells a kid what is best for him, and there are coaches who don’t want to hear it. They are looking for a fall guy to explain why they didn’t get a kid.”

  Not everybody is so complimentary. Type his name into a Google search engine and you’ll quickly come to the understanding that he is respected and controversial, criticized and praised, ridiculed and admired by coaches, athletes, fans, and media alike. Critics wonder if Lemming has a personal agenda when it comes to his recruiting analysis. He says no: “I try to be as honest as possible.”

  I’ve known Lemming for 30 years, since my days covering high school sports for the Chicago Daily News and Chicago Sun-Times. If he can live with that answer, then so can I.

  —TAYLOR BELL

  CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

  FEBRUARY 2007


  INTRODUCTION
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  PREGAME WARM UP

  WHEN I WAS TOLD THAT SOMEONE wanted to write a book about my career, I said no thanks. I didn’t want to do it, in part because I didn’t think people would want to read about me. I said no about 10 times before I was finally persuaded to say yes. And I’m still wondering if I made the right decision.

  I am told I am at the top of the list in my profession. I only know that my position is unique. Name recognition has helped me to stay in the recruiting business nearly 30 years. I didn’t have a magic wand or great connections when I was getting started. I came up the hard way. So it does make me feel good that I am now recognized. Still, when you are at the top, somebody will always try to shoot you down. Jealousy is everywhere in every walk of life, in every occupation, in every sport. I don’t want to criticize other people. I don’t want to say too many negative things. But I do want to respond to my critics, the ones who are jealous of what I have accomplished. I won’t lie. I’ve never lied to a recruit, ever. So why lie to you?

  I won’t make much money from the publication of this book. But it will give me an opportunity to explain myself, to set the record straight on a lot of issues and to share things about me that people don’t already know. Maybe after reading this book, those critics will understand where I am coming from, why I say some of the things I do, why I do some of the things I do. Possibly, they’ll come to know me for my honesty and integrity, because that’s what I have tried to maintain for the last 28 years. One college coach told me: “Why tell a recruit to go to college for an education, to the schools that graduate players? It hurts schools that don’t graduate players.” Well, because that’s the truth.

  I was the first to go out on the road and scout kids in their own back yards. Twenty-eight years later, I still am the only one who travels around the country to talk to kids. Where do the other recruiting analysts get their lists? From colleges that do their own scouting? From questionnaires distributed to high school coaches? Do they make their own determinations? They say I do it the wrong way. Well, what is the right way? Certainly not their way: purchasing lists and even charging recruits a monthly fee to write stories about them and show their videotapes. College recruiting is a big business.

  In this book, I will talk about my journey from the beginning of the recruiting process in a behind-the-scenes approach. In the 1970s, there were a lot of backroom dealings. Now recruiting has become a sport in itself that rivals the actual season. I will show you how far it has come; I’ll talk about the cheating that goes on, how college coaches sell their souls to land a blue-chip recruit; I’ll discuss how I learned to evaluate prospects, and list all the players I missed as well as the players I discovered; and I’ll walk you through how recruiting has evolved into a multimillion-dollar business.

  I want to explain the way it was and the way it is—and my involvement in all of it. If I succeed, perhaps you will give me five stars. This time, you be the judge.

  —TOM LEMMING

  BARRINGTON, ILLINOIS

  FEBRUARY 2007
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  WHAT RECRUITING IS

  ALL ABOUT

  SOME SPORTSWRITERS HAVE ARGUED that college recruiting is a form of legalized prostitution. A coach solicits an athlete, wooing him with enticements such as a fully funded scholarship, a summer job, and an off-campus apartment… maybe even a car, a job for his father or mother, and free transportation to all games for his parents. It’s the price of doing business. For colleges, recruiting is their lifeline. It’s different than the National Football League. The NFL has a draft. In college, it’s a caste system. The Super Sixteen programs usually have their pick of the top high school players. They are the rulers of the college system.

  Who are those Super Sixteen? Notre Dame, Southern California, Texas, Oklahoma, Nebraska, Louisiana State, Alabama, Florida, Michigan, Ohio State, Florida State, Miami (Florida), Auburn, Georgia, Tennessee, and Penn State. They usually get—or at least compete for—who they want. The rest of the 117 schools in Division 1 are left to fend for themselves. The Super Sixteen are capable of recruiting nationally and beating local schools for local talent. It is an unfair system, but it is all we know.

  The one constant in college football is that the Super Sixteen recruit the best players, then dominate the Top 10 rankings. It’s rare for anyone else to break in. Recent exceptions have been Iowa, Clemson, UCLA, Washington, Colorado, Wisconsin, and Texas A&M. But for the most part, the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. The Super Sixteen prevail because they have a lot of factors in their favor: a winning tradition, rabid fans and alumni support, a king-sized stadium that seats 80,000 to 100,000 people, superior training facilities, and in the last 30 years, the slickest and most persuasive recruiters in the country.

  To keep filling the seats and providing enough revenue to support the football program—and other men’s and women’s sports sponsored by the university—the elite teams must sign close to a Top 10 freshman class at least every other year. They must fill their needs by restocking their rosters with blue-chippers, players with speed and power who can become impact players, difference-makers. Each year schools bring in 20-25 players. A Super Sixteen school will try to bring in 20 blue-chippers—out of the top 250 in the nation—with the understanding that only 10 will make it. Ten won’t make it because of injuries, poor grades, social problems, or other contributing factors. So with that in mind, a Super Sixteen school can’t afford to sign a sub-par class two years in a row and risk falling behind the others.

  Perception is the key word in all of recruiting. A class is rated not only by its talent level, but also by the perception it creates in the minds of wealthy alumni, fans, and the media. It is the hype surrounding recruiting classes that often dictates whether a program is on the right track. Two sub-par recruiting years in a row usually send up a red flag and signal a downward spiral that could be difficult for the coaches to overcome.

  Things change quickly. For a program that is expected to win, one bad year can get the natives restless. For example, Michigan lost five games in 2005; that’s not bad by many programs’ standards, but Wolverine fans talked of ousting veteran coach Lloyd Carr, who had previously delivered the national championship that Bo Schembechler never could. It is that kind of mentality that placed so much pressure on Penn State’s Joe Paterno when he struggled early this century, and on Florida State’s Bobby Bowden, the winningest coach in college football history, when the Seminoles underperformed in 2006.

  It’s true that football recruiting isn’t as bloodthirsty as it is in basketball. Recruits rarely go out on a limb anymore in basketball. Shoe companies dictate where the best basketball players go to school. And in college basketball, one great player can mean the difference between a Final Four team and a coaching change. Not so in football. One great freshman football recruit can’t make the difference, at least not in one season. But that doesn’t mean that there aren’t plenty of cutthroat recruiting tactics in football. There were a lot of accusations tossed around in the 1970s and 1980s revolving around the illegal recruitment of players like Herschel Walker, Eric Dickerson, Marcus Dupree, and Hart Lee Dykes. Some were proven, most weren’t. In several cases, it was presumed that a street agent or an influential, well-heeled alum made under-the-table payments or over-the-table propositions to a kid from a poor home, a kid without a father, a kid whose mother had no understanding of the recruiting process. It was all cloak and dagger, and it still goes on even today, just not to the extent that it does in basketball.

  I have been evaluating high school football players for nearly three decades, so I’ve had plenty of time to observe the recruiting process. It’s progressed from coaches sending recruits a postcard in the mail to coaches exchanging text messages with kids. Technology has certainly played its role. Now every major college has a website that covers recruiting, and the Internet is filled with recruiting services. In the early 1970s, there was no Internet, no USA Today, no summer camps, no videotapes, no Top 100 prospect lists, no frenzy over early commitments. Information wasn’t readily available. Colleges subscribed to local newspapers around the country to find out about players. Or they relied on an alumni network to inform them about prospects in other areas.

  Notre Dame was the only school that truly recruited nationally. For years, head coaches never went on the road to recruit before the season, and their assistants rarely traveled beyond a 300-mile radius of the school. Notre Dame, however, was the exception. Knute Rockne, who led Notre Dame to unprecedented dominance as head coach in the 1920s, brought in players from California, Texas, and New Jersey. He scheduled games against Army in New York’s Yankee Stadium, played Southern California in Los Angeles, and Georgia Tech in Atlanta. With legendary sportswriter Grantland Rice penning, “Win one for the Gipper” stories, actor Pat O’Brien portraying Rockne in Hollywood’s film version, and the “Four Horsemen” creating headlines, the Irish became American’s Team and the darling of the media. Rockne worked off that notoriety to become a recruiting pioneer in college coaching.

  The top colleges stockpiled players, offering 120 to 130 scholarships. Coaches signed three top quarterbacks just so two of them couldn’t be recruited by their rivals. They would rather have amazing talent sit on their bench rather than suit up for the other team. When I began evaluating players in 1978, recruiting was still a hush-hush affair among college coaches. There was very little information—shared or otherwise—available on recruits. That’s how the Super Sixteen liked it; the fewer competitors, the better. The NCAA had begun reducing scholarships from 105 to 95 to 85 over a four-year period. The major powers could no longer simply stockpile players as they once had done. So it was imperative for the Super Sixteen to shed very little light on the top incoming freshmen. Remember, freshmen weren’t allowed to play until 1972. Today, if the NCAA were to prohibit freshmen from participating on the varsity level, recruiting websites would dry up, and fan and alumni enthusiasm would cool off. Schools, meanwhile, would complain that they don’t have enough depth on their rosters to be competitive.

  Smaller schools often argued back when I was starting out that the Super Sixteen had a huge advantage over everyone else. Those select schools could corner the market on the best prospects. But there wasn’t a way to improve the system. Still isn’t. You can’t tell a kid where to go to school. And you can’t conduct a draft. Some suggest the NCAA could further reduce the number of scholarships a school can offer to 70, and in the process create more parity in college football. But I believe the Super Sixteen and the other top 50 schools would still find a way to dominate.

  When I began interviewing high school players and visiting college campuses from coast to coast in the 1970s, cheating was just about everywhere, and the NCAA was struggling to remain in any resemblance of control. It was the Wild, Wild West. There were few rules to monitor alumni, who befriended recruits both on and off the field, took them to dinner, arranged for jobs, and stuffed cash in their pockets. I took trips and talked to players and their parents. While being recruited, those players weren’t inclined to talk about their relationships with colleges and alumni because they didn’t want to kill the golden goose. I would pick up stories from teammates, friends, parents, and other players who were part of the recruiting process. Some of those stories were unfounded rumors, but others were factual. I came to realize that where there was smoke, normally there was fire. Eventually, off the record, I could uncover the truth from a player a few years later.

  Cheating seemed to run absolutely rampant in the Southeast and Southwest conferences. In my opinion, a culture of cheating existed, where most coaches simply believed their competition was doing it and they didn’t want to be caught at a disadvantage. When asked about it, those same coaches would accuse the opposition, deflecting blame elsewhere. Specifically, I recall hearing that certain schools were offering money to Eric Dickerson to sign with them. On signing day, Dickerson posed for a Sporting News picture in front of a new automobile while signing with Southern Methodist University, which was embroiled at the center of the debate. No one could prove anything in his case, but SMU was handed “the death penalty” by the NCAA a few years later for illegal recruiting violations. The school was banned from playing football for two years, and has been struggling to recover ever since.

  The South did not hold exclusive rights to cheating. In the North, Illinois was keeping pace with SMU at the time. Several years after the celebrated slush fund scandal of the late 1960s forced Illinois to fire football coach Pete Elliott and basketball coach Harry Combes, the Illini were hit with another NCAA penalty, and football coach Mike White was fired in 1987.

  Now, recruiting has become a cottage industry, a second season for fans and alumni who pin their hopes on the next class of recruits. Yet there are no exacts in recruiting, no won-loss record. In the South, with fewer professional teams, and the North, with cold weather, recruiting is a bridge and a lifeline between the football bowl games and the baseball season. In part, the public craze over recruiting is fueled by the sense of naivete possessed by both recruits and fans. These are kids who can do no wrong. There used to be more heroes in sports, the John Elways and Dan Marinos, men without soiled reputations. With the rise in negative reporting and a higher tolerance for sarcasm, all the warts are revealed for everyone to see. It is very hard to find a hero who goes unscathed by the media. So in a way, these young kids provide us with what is often a false hope, of a new hero on the rise.

  Fans are now much more involved in the recruiting process because of the Internet, which creates so much instant information. However, because of the anonymity of the Internet, a little man can flex his muscles on a web forum and spread hatred and untruths, which spoils the fun of sports and emphasizes that it’s a business. Recruiting analysts pester high school kids on a regular basis, which is one reason why more and more recruits are choosing to commit early, to end the daily harassment. I certainly regret if I had anything to do with speeding up the process.

  Still, despite the negatives, there isn’t much that I don’t like about recruiting.
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  MY ROOTS

  I WOULD LIKE TO THINK that growing up on Chicago’s South Side had a lot to do with my development as a human being and preparation for my career. But who prepares for a career as a football recruiting analyst? In the 1960s and 1970s, such a job didn’t even exist. In those days, I collected baseball cards and wanted to work for the Chicago Cubs.

  Well, it never happened. I called Vedie Himsl, the Cubs’ director of scouting. “Could I come down for an interview?” I asked. “No,” he told me. So I went to Wrigley Field to see Bob Kennedy, the general manager. He never saw me, but I did speak with Himsl, who laughed when I said I wanted to be a scout. He gave me the old “Don’t call us, we’ll call you” response. So for the next year, I called Himsl every month to see if there were any openings. I told him I’d do anything, even sweep floors, to get my foot in the door. Finally, after baseball turned a deaf ear to me, I decided to go into football recruiting, because I could call my own shots. It wasn’t my first choice, but I had no other options.

  I had read a column by Dave Condon of the Chicago Tribune that mentioned a guy named Joe Terranova from Dearborn, Michigan, who at the end of that year (1976) had rated the best college football recruiting classes. (Penn State was ranked No. 1.) The whole thing intrigued me, and the following spring I called Terranova and asked if I could come to his house to talk recruiting. He was very gracious, especially considering I was a neophyte. But he had only been doing it for two years, he told me. He never contacted players or watched film, so his methods were very different. In those days, 16-millimeter film reels were too bulky to mail, so in lieu of scouting trips and visual aids, he simply gathered his information from coaches at Notre Dame, Michigan, and a few other schools.

  We sipped iced tea in his backyard and talked recruiting. He advised me not to try to do what he did for a full-time job. He was an executive at Ford Motor Company and didn’t think anyone could make a full-time living by analyzing football players. He didn’t discourage me, but he didn’t encourage me, either. Later, I did receive encouragement from Gerry Faust, who at that time was the famous coach of Cincinnati’s Moeller High School (before coaching at Notre Dame). Faust told me he didn’t know of anyone who was filling the role I hoped to fill. He fed me suggestions for players to scout, and I began watching games involving those players while also reading whatever stories I could from newspapers in Chicago, Detroit, St. Louis, Pittsburgh, and the like.

  That’s how I got started. But it wasn’t the beginning. I was born on September 25, 1954, in St. Anthony’s Hospital in Chicago. My family lived in an apartment building at 33rd and Ashland, not far from old Comiskey Park. My father, Tom, was born and raised in Chicago. He dropped out of high school in 1929, during the Depression. He later became a World War II hero, earning four bronze star medals before being wounded in North Africa. He then worked as a truck driver and died of cancer in 1984. My mother, Edie, was a housewife who died of lung cancer in 1996. Our four-room apartment was tight on space and had to accommodate six people: me; my parents; my sister, Kathleen, who works in newspaper advertising and lives in Orland Park; my brother, Terry, a lieutenant in the Illinois State Police; and my brother, Tim, a U.S. Army veteran who retired after 20 years and now works for the Georgia State Police.

  When I was seven years old, we moved into a three-bedroom brick bungalow in central Stickney, more commonly referred to as Sahs, a half-square-mile tract of unincorporated Chicago. Midway Airport was five blocks south of our house. We grew accustomed to the noise to the point where we didn’t even notice. It was a rather poor neighborhood. Laramie, a major North-South thoroughfare, was one of the dividing streets between Stickney and Chicago. The Chicago side of Laramie was paved, but the Stickney side was tar and gravel. That was true for all of the streets in Stickney, which remained unpaved until the mid-1960s. It was a unique setting to grow up in. My family was Irish, but a lot of Polish immigrants lived in our neighborhood, and many of them didn’t speak English.

  It could be a rough, racist neighborhood, too. During the 1960s, two black families moved into homes on Central Avenue. Their homes caught fire, and the volunteer fire department didn’t show up in time to put out the blaze. My parents didn’t condone such attitudes, though. They were enlightened, and they liked everyone. The crime in the neighborhood appalled them, but they didn’t wear their feelings on their sleeves. As I think back to those times, I believe a lot of their values rubbed off on me.

  My father worked extremely hard to keep our family going—two jobs without any vacation. Our family never saw Dad between six o’clock in the morning and eight o’clock at night. On most nights after a long day of work he would unwind with friends at Little Canada, a tavern in central Stickney, with a few drinks and a pack of cigarettes. I don’t drink to this day, because my father drank too much. That was his only weakness. Otherwise, he was a great father and husband, an old-fashioned man who was tough as nails.

  I attended Charles J. Sahs elementary school at 50th and Long. Much of the tax money from local businesses went to support our elementary school, which was among the richest schools in the state. It had an Olympic-sized swimming pool, the latest athletic equipment, and new books.

  I had never played sports until I enrolled at Sahs, where nearly everyone was interested in athletics. We played baseball on unpaved streets and tackle football on an asphalt field with snow on the ground. I also played basketball, captaining a team called Lemming’s Lemons in eighth grade. But I never cared much for basketball, or even football, which I played because I was the fastest kid in Stickney. All of my attention was given to baseball, and by the time I was 14 I had quit all other sports. Baseball was the love of my young life. I recall the old right-handed Softball mitt that was our household’s lone glove. I was a lefty, and when I was young I would have to field the ball with that glove on my left hand, then remove it to throw to first base. Eventually, my father bought me a left-handed glove.

  I was a pretty good player, always one of the best in our neighborhood. Instead of playing high school baseball at Reavis High School, I decided to play in the Connie Mack League for 14-to-l7-year-olds. Baseball wasn’t a popular sport at the school, so I opted out. In Connie Mack ball, I was named most valuable player in the Vittum Park league when I was 17.1 played center field and stole eight bases in one game. My only problem was my right eye, which is close to legally blind. I am a natural lefty, but my right eye made hitting left-handed too difficult, so I switched to the right-handed side of the batter’s box when I was 15.

  My dream of playing center field for the Cubs consumed me in the summertime. I would play baseball in the morning at Sahs Park, go home and bounce a rubber ball off the back of our brick bungalow to improve my reflexes, watch the Cubs on television, then go to Vittum Park for a game or practice. Nothing compared to actually sitting in Wrigley Field, though, so I had a newspaper route to earn enough money to attend Cubs games. Without telling my parents, I’d walk to Archer Avenue, take a bus to downtown Chicago, then take the El (or “L,” short for elevated train) to Wrigley Field and buy a bleacher seat. All the while, my parents thought I was at practice. I saw at least 15 games every summer and got to meet Stan Musial, Roberto Clemente, Sandy Koufax, Tom Seaver, and Pete Rose. The greatest Cubs game I remember was on my 12th birthday—September 25, 1966. My hero at the time, Kenny Holtzman, pitched that day, a complete-game, two-hit performance as the Cubs defeated Koufax’s Dodgers, 2-1. As a bonus, I got Holtzman to sign my program.

  In those days, every boy dreamed of being a batboy for his favorite team. The Cubs only seemed to let rich kids be batboys. But the White Sox conducted a contest, asking kids to respond to the question: “Why do you want to be a White Sox traveling batboy?” I wrote a long letter and waited for them to call, fantasizing about making a trip with the White Sox to the east coast. But I never got a call.
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