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				—

				This book is dedicated to Karen.  I couldn’t have made this journey without her. 

				And to all of those who have touched my life, your friendship means more to me than you know. 

				—S.B.
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				Foreword by Greg Brown

				 I do not use the term friend lightly or carelessly. I actually get a bit annoyed at its overuse in our society because I think many have forgotten the word’s true meaning and importance.

				The French poet Jean de La Fontaine said it best: “Everyone calls himself a friend, foolish is he who believes it. Nothing is more common than the name friend, and nothing is more rare than the real thing.”

				Steve Blass is the “real thing,” believe me! He’s not just a great friend but also a great human being.

				I got to know Steve when he joined hockey broadcasting legend Mike Lange to announce games on KBL, the fledgling cable network that televised Pirates baseball back in the mid-1980s. I was a rookie announcer who contributed with some pregame and postgame interviews. I spent a year traveling with Mike and Steve during that season, and what an education I got! I even learned a little something about broadcasting!

				Almost 10 years later, I returned to Pittsburgh and joined Lanny Frattare, Steve, and Bob Walk to broadcast Bucco baseball on radio and television. I can honestly say that in the last 19 years I don’t believe a week has gone by that I haven’t seen or spoken with Steve. We’ve become pretty close.

				I continue to marvel at what he does on a daily basis. He’s my hero! Nobody has ever “lived” life to the max like Steve Blass.

				Such joy. Such passion. Such enthusiasm.

				What a pleasure it has been to get to know this modern-day Renaissance Man.

				His on-field story, of course, is sensational and inspiring. He went from being an elite National League All-Star, World Series pitching hero, and Sports Illustrated cover boy, to a player felled by a sudden and inexplicable bout with wildness that ended his career in almost tragic fashion at its very peak.

				The way in which Steve dealt with that bitter ending to his playing career is what makes him, to this day, an example to all. He didn’t run away and hide from the relentless scrutiny and negative attention. He took it as a challenge and met it head-on. He dealt with it like a man. Like a pro. Like the stand-up guy that he remains today. 

				Can you imagine that, almost 40 years after retiring, he still gets questions about what happened? 

				And you know what? He still answers every one of those questions, whether they come from the reporters in New York or Los Angeles or the casual fan walking down the street in Pittsburgh. He answers with respect and kindness and almost certainly sprinkles in a little of that patented Blass humor. 

				Oh, that humor!

				I swear, if Steve had so chosen, he could have made a career doing stand-up comedy. I’ve never met anyone so funny in my life. He’s so quick and sharp that nothing gets past him. He absolutely loves an audience and lives to make people laugh. 

				But making others laugh is just one of Steve’s favorite things. 

				Needless to say, Steve loves his Pirates and loves it even more when they are playing well. He especially enjoys seeing and calling a well-pitched game. I can’t help but chuckle as I watch and listen to him get ultra-pumped as each out is recorded. But he is awfully proud, and rightfully so, of his longtime association with the ballclub, and he wears his passion for the team on his sleeve.

				I’m so proud of Steve Blass and so honored and privileged to have gotten to know him and to call him a true friend. Enjoy reading the work of one of the all-time classic figures in sports.

				Greg Brown

				Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

				November 2011

				

			

			
				

			

		

	
		
			
				Preface

				 For several years, I have felt that I had a book in me. The highs and lows that I have experienced in baseball since age eight are probably similar in many ways to those of other major leaguers. But I thought a combination of massive recall and the ongoing theme of an absolute fall from an above-average career, an ascent out of that abyss somewhat intact, followed by a reinvention of a life in broadcasting, might make for an interesting read. 

				My intent is not to inspire, but to tell the story of a boy who had a simple dream fulfilled. But that dream was lived out with bumps and bruises and much more complexity than he ever imagined. 

				Being extremely naïve about the publishing business, I thought I might be able to go right to the top and approach John Grisham, George Will, or even Roger Angell to write with or for me. That was before I met Erik Sherman. Erik sold me on the idea that I should tell my story myself, in my own words, hence an autobiography rather than a biography. The reasoning was that a biographer puts much more of himself in a book. 

				Erik went to Emerson College with Tim Neverett, who became a Pirates play-by-play announcer in 2009. In 2010, Greg Brown, our other play-by-play guy, mentioned to Tim that I thought I had a book in me. It struck a chord in Tim, because his college buddy Erik had already written a baseball book titled Out at Home: The Glenn Burke Story, which told the story of a ballplayer with the Los Angeles Dodgers and Oakland A’s who died of AIDS. 

				I can’t thank Erik enough for his hard work of not only transcribing hours and hours of recorded phone calls and face-to-face meetings but also capturing the feel of those interviews. Speaking of interviews, I’ve been overwhelmed by what some of my friends and teammates conveyed to Erik. 

				What I’d give to get those guys I played with out in my backyard for a few drinks—Willie, Maz, Dave, Bruce, Tony—and even try to explain to Roberto what I was going through when I struggled at the end of my career and how much the team meant to me. I wasn’t able to do it then, but I’d give a million bucks to do it now. 

				Having completed the project, I think the timing couldn’t have been better. Waiting past age 70 would have been too long. And last year’s 40th anniversary of the 1971 World Series and those memories helped a lot. 

				Finally, in spite of my friends saying I have total recall of everything I ever made up, I have made an honest effort to be accurate. I hope you enjoy my story. 

				Steve Blass

				Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

				October 19, 2011
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				Introduction

				 It was September 22, 2011, an off-day for Steve Blass.

				But unlike so many of his broadcasting brethren who might just cool their jets on a rare regular season day off, Steve was, as usual, on the run. After a round of golf in a charity tournament, he raced over to Pittsburgh Airport to pick me up, already showered and changed into a jacket and tie. 

				We drove directly to a well-heeled Junior Achievement ceremony in a Victorian stone building where Steve was the guest of honor and was also being introduced as the 2012 co-chairman. He spoke eloquently and was an inspiration to a group of hand-picked fourth graders who were chosen to represent their schools. Then he said, “I brought some photos along if you’re interested. The fee for one is $5. That’s the most I can pay you to take one.” He then signed as many autographs and posed in as many pictures as anybody wanted. It was classic Steve. Self-deprecating humor which, no doubt, helped get him through the tough times after his inexplicable loss of control effectively ended his career. The crowd, many of them bankers and executives imbibing glasses of Chardonnay and nibbling on catered hors d’oeuvres, loved him. 

				From there, a quick change of clothes into jeans, a T-shirt, and baseball cap and it was off to a “smoker” at a VFW Hall, filled to capacity with salt-of-the-earth, blue-collared men throwing back beer in plastic cups and chewing on dirty-water dogs, potato chips, and pretzels. If its working-class feel seemed like a scene out of The Deer Hunter, there was a reason for it. This event took place just a town away from Clairton, the setting of that Oscar-winning film. His act and language up on the dais was “colorful,” which fit in perfectly with the other guest speakers and gritty crowd. 

				After Steve’s requisite off-color jokes and stories were uproariously embraced by the all-male crowd, the emcee opened the event up for a question-and-answer session. The subject turned to the Pirates. Steve, ever the chameleon, now turned serious. He became all business and began breaking down the reasons why his beloved Buccos’ promising summer was shot down in August.

				The guys in the flannel shirts, jeans, and work boots loved him, just like the previous crowd of men in Brooks Brothers suits and women dressed in Ann Taylor. Of course they did. He was one of them. They were not unlike the dozens that I had interviewed in person or by phone about different portions of Steve’s life. People who had played with him, worked with him, or had been touched by him in some way. Steve always seems to know exactly the right thing to say in any given situation. And he loves every minute of being the unofficial ambassador of the Pirates. 

				It could certainly have gone very differently for Steve. He loved every single thing about being a major league baseball player. And then, completely without warning, the All-Star and World Series hero could no longer find the strike zone in the prime of his career. In the decades that followed, whenever a pitcher or position player would have similar bouts of wildness, “Steve Blass Disease” was the diagnosis given by the baseball world. 

				It would have driven many men off the edge. It could have been tragic. But not for Steve, who was able to pull himself out of his self-proclaimed abyss and reinvent himself as a beloved broadcaster and better man than before.

				Inspirational?

				You bet.

				Erik Sherman

			

		

	
		
			
				1. They Named a Disease After Me

				 “Warm up Blass. You’re going in the game,” pitching coach Mel Wright hollered over to me in the Pirates’ bullpen on a typically balmy June night game in Atlanta’s Fulton County Stadium. 

				Entering a ballgame in the fifth inning of a blowout was a strange thing for me, but these were strange days, indeed. Our manager, Bill Virdon, thought that maybe I might start pitching better again with some time out of the bullpen. No time to think, just go out there and pitch. So far, other experiments were not helping. I was inconsistent at best.

				But on this particular night, my plight took a horrendous turn. I was no longer just walking guys or hitting batters or getting hit hard. I was throwing the ball in back of hitters and behind their heads. It was just god-awful. My night’s pitching line: six walks, three wild pitches, and five hits in 1⅓ innings pitched. We mercifully got through that game, an 18–3 loss, but for me, it was just a horrific experience. 

				I was numb on the flight to Cincinnati after the game. We landed, and I went up to my room, dropped off my luggage, then walked the streets of Cincinnati all night thinking, What the hell is this? What is going on? In just a few weeks, I had gone from All-Star pitcher to bad starter to going to the bullpen and pitching badly. I got to thinking, Well, where the hell do I go from here? This bullpen shit ain’t working.

				I just walked the streets and wandered around. And this wasn’t the first time. But this was certainly the bottom of the descent. The abyss.

				Less than a year after finishing second in the Cy Young voting and less than two years after finishing off the mighty Baltimore Orioles with my second complete game win of the 1971 World Series, I was lost as a pitcher. Just dangling. Now the doubt was there. What is causing this? Am I going to get out of this? I was starting to feel anxious about going out on the mound. When I first started to struggle with the control, I thought, Well alright, let’s work it out.

				But now I had anxiety. Now I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go out there. I had always lived a life of anticipation. I have always been excited about the next adventure, the next movie, the next ballgame, or the next experience. Now that anticipation, which was always a big part of my life, was being taken away from me. 

				The anticipation was my energy, my joie de vivre. When I was pitching well, on days I wasn’t starting I still looked forward to going to the ballpark to shag some fly balls or fuck around with the guys in the clubhouse. We were all going to have a good time. On days that I did pitch, I had always counted the minutes until I could get out on the mound. 

				Now, it was different. I might go to have a good time, but it was almost like I was fraudulent. I was entertaining my teammates because I didn’t want them to see me changing. So I masked it and tried to be exactly the same, knowing underneath that I wasn’t having that much fun. I didn’t think I was that funny anymore. I would drive home thinking, Ah, you fuckin’ fraud. It was a kind of self-loathing. I thought, Why am I doing it? I’m playing this game. Am I doing it for myself? Am I doing it for my teammates?

				I felt the need to be the life of the clubhouse, but I didn’t feel great about doing it. It was like being on a train going down a track. I couldn’t slow it down. It was out of control. But I was still on the train. 

				It was a different feeling for me than I had ever experienced before. I don’t characterize it as fear, although maybe it was. I was very anxious about going out there when I knew I shouldn’t be pitching in major league games. I was embarrassed and humiliated. Those are the worst two things a professional athlete can ever experience. I had hit the absolute bottom. I went out to pitch to an avalanche of doubt. 

				What a mind-boggling turn of events from the season before. I was very confident in my control in 1972. I had that string of good years starting in 1966. It was a hoot for me. I was having the time of my life. I expected to win. It was fun. I felt, to a degree, that I had mastered my craft. So I went out to the mound every fifth day, and knew I was going to do well. It wasn’t going to be there every time out, but it was going to be there most nights. I was going to win a lot of games. I was going to pitch well. And I never had any health issues. That was never lurking in the back of my mind. I was throwing all my pitches the way I wanted to. 

				Hell, I won 19 games out of 32 starts. I might have won 25, but Bill was using five starters, somewhat of a novelty in the days of the four-man rotation. Bill’s predecessor, Danny Murtaugh, felt the same way, believing that if he had five starters to count on, they would be fresher in September. We had no reason to argue with them, because the strategy worked. 

				Our Pirates ballclub was a very good baseball team. We were coming off a world championship and were pretty much still intact. Bill said it was the best baseball team he had been around, and he was with the Pirates, Yankees, Expos, and Astros as a player, manager, or coach. After a couple of Scotches, I tried to make him admit we might have kicked his 1960 world champion Pirates’ ass. But it took a lot of Scotches. He was reluctant to admit that.

				There was a brief strike at the beginning of 1972 and, hell, the last thing we wanted was to not get started on time. During the strike, I went home and threw some batting practice to some kids at my old school, Housatonic Regional High. That was so much fun! I felt like a million bucks. I felt like a conquering hero coming back to my high school, pitching off the mound, showing them what I was doing while pitching batting practice to them. But it was still a delay I wasn’t really happy about. 

				One of the best things about the 1972 season was that we did not hope to win—we expected to win. During the 1971 season, we were finding out how good we were. In ’72, we knew how good we were. That made a huge difference in how we approached the game. It was probably my most consistent year because I thought I pitched well from beginning to end. It was a wonderful ride, a breeze for me on the baseball field.

				It was also a great year off the field. It was the year my wife Karen and I decided to move permanently to Pittsburgh with our two boys, David and Chris. For seven years, I had spent the off-season at our primary residence in Connecticut, and then it was off to spring training in Florida for two months, followed by the six-month regular season in Pittsburgh. Karen and I felt that once both the kids reached school age, making a permanent home in Pittsburgh made sense. 

				The genesis of the move came when I received an early-morning phone call one day at my room at the Viking Inn in Pittsburgh from our closer Dave Giusti’s wife, Ginny. She told me that their friends down the street had been transferred and they were selling their house. I called Karen and told her to come to Pittsburgh and we did a great deal of house hunting. After all was said and done, we told the Giustis over dinner that we were going to take their friends’ house. So everything was going so well in ’72 that we actually found a house four homes away from Dave and Ginny, who remain our neighbors and dear friends to this day. 

				By mid-season, I was going to my first All-Star Game. What a great experience that was. We had a bunch of guys who went down to Atlanta, including Roberto Clemente, Willie Stargell, Al Oliver, and Manny Sanguillen. The night before the game, Karen and I had dinner with Roberto and Vera Clemente down in an area of the city called Underground Atlanta. We had never had dinner together before as couples. An “honor” is too strong a word to describe it, but it was really neat to go out and have dinner with Mr. and Mrs. Clemente. That sounds kind of simple, but it was truly a big deal for us. It was also a validation for me of sorts, because being invited out by the Clementes for dinner made the steak “prime” instead of “choice.” It made the All-Star experience pretty sweet.

				Another great memory about going for the first time was to walk into a clubhouse with a major league All-Star team. I’m walking in and there’s Tom Seaver, Steve Carlton, Johnny Bench, Tony Perez, Billy Williams, and all these great, great players. Walking into that National League All-Star clubhouse was one of the neatest things I had ever experienced. Then, later, to go out in the bullpen and see Ferguson Jenkins and all these other All-Stars like Bob Gibson was surreal. It was like a fantasy land. 

				Before the game, I sat down by my locker, and Bench came over and said, “Steve, I understand you’re pitching in the third inning. What signs do you want to use?”

				I said, “Well, Johnny, every time I pitch against you, you seem to know what’s coming, so why don’t we just wing it?” We both had a good laugh.

				When I entered the game in the third inning, I was both nervous and excited. I was throwing the ball all over the place and immediately walked Bill Freehan, the first hitter I faced. Thankfully, the pitcher’s spot was next, and Jim Palmer sacrifice bunted Freehan to second. The great Rod Carew then ripped a single to center to score Freehan. I got out of the inning after Bobby Murcer lined a bullet to our first baseman, Lee May, who stepped on first to double up Carew to end the frame. On the walk to the dugout I said, “Whoa! These guys are good!”

				After the game, a 4–3 National League victory in 10 innings, I found out that NBC had some technical difficulties and never showed the third inning. So, to this day, a lot of my relatives joke with me that they don’t believe that I actually pitched in an All-Star Game. 

				The 1972 season continued to go very well for the Bucs the rest of the regular season, as we cruised to the National League East division crown by 11 games over the second-place Cubs. I even had a chance to be a 20-game winner. I had 19 wins going into my last start against the Mets at Three Rivers Stadium. But in the very first inning, John Milner hit a line drive right off the tip of my elbow. That scared the hell out of me. When you get hit by a batted ball and get hit on soft tissue, there is going to be bruising, and you are going to miss a lot of time. That happened to me when Joe Torre hit me on the soft tissue slightly below the elbow, bruised it badly, and I missed five weeks. But if you are hit on a bone, like Milner’s shot off my elbow, it is either going to break the bone or you will be able to pitch soon after that because there is not the swelling that comes with the soft tissue damage.

				I went to the hospital for X-rays, but they showed that it wasn’t broken. I was so close to seeing my season end right then and there in a meaningless, playing-out-the-string kind of game just days before the playoffs were to begin. When I did come back to the clubhouse from the hospital, I had trainer Tony Bartirome bandage me up from head to toe like I had been in a train wreck. I waited in the clubhouse until after the game, and the beat writers came in and asked me, “How are you? How did it go at the hospital?”

				I just stood there like I had fallen out of an airplane, all bundled, wrapped, and bandaged up with stuff around my head. You know, you have to have a little fun. And I can’t help myself. I have to entertain. It’s what I do. 

				As for the shot at what would have been my first and only 20-win season, I probably was not going to get it anyway because when Milner hit me, we were already losing 3–0. I didn’t win my 20th, but going into the playoffs you are fueled by the fact that you proved what you are capable of doing. 

				I didn’t miss any time. I would pitch Game 1 of the NLCS six days later against the Cincinnati Reds in Pittsburgh. Going into that series against the Big Red Machine, we didn’t just think we would do well; we knew we would because of what we did the previous year. Confidence is great, but it has to be backed up by success, not the reverse. If it isn’t backed up, then it is just a word. You’ve got to have a degree of confidence to be successful, but to really have true confidence you must have succeeded. So I think success comes before confidence, because now you know you can instead of thinking you can. So we felt good because we had won the World Series the year before and thought we could match up favorably with the Reds. 

				As both a player and a fan of the game, I always enjoyed playing the Reds. Pete Rose said it best, calling the Reds-Pirates games of the 1970s the highest quality brand of baseball he had ever been around. Regardless of what one thinks of Pete Rose, he knows the game. And he doesn’t just remember every hit he ever got but probably every pitch he ever saw. Rose and I had battled one another for years by that point. 

				Years later, when I was broadcasting, I had a wonderful series of interviews called, “Blass’ Best.” When Rose was managing the Reds, I had him on the show one Saturday afternoon right around home plate at Riverfront Stadium. He was giving a bunch of cliché answers and going through the motions when finally I got to the end and said, “Well, Pete, I want to ask you something to test your memory here,” knowing full well he remembered every pitch he ever saw. 

				I said, “Do you know how many people struck you out three times in one game?”

				Rose said, “Two.”

				And I said, “Yeah, I was one of them.” 

				Rose shot back, “Yeah, but on an NBC Game of the Week, I got four hits off you on four different kinds of pitches.” Rose started getting animated, and that’s when the interview got great. He had total recall of his career. He was also one of the few players whom I made sure my boys came to see because he played the game the way it was supposed to be played. 

				Rose and I are from a bygone era. The No. 1 thing on my pet peeve list today is fraternization. I always respected Rose and other opponents, but I never felt like I wanted to have a lot to do with them or make them my best friends. I was trying to beat them. Friendships and relationships were for later on.

				I went out to pitch Game 1, and the second batter I faced was Joe Morgan. I had two fastballs in my repertoire, a sinking fastball and a riding fastball. I threw Morgan a sinking fastball down and away, and he turned it back around and hit a home run to right-center. After he pulled my fastball like that I said to myself, Oh shit. Is this what they’re going to do with my fastball today? So for the next seven-plus innings, they probably saw about five fastballs. What they mostly saw the rest of the way from me was a variety of sliders and slop-shit, change-ups and curveballs, to the point where Rose was hollering out of their dugout, “Eat a fucking steak. Throw the ball like a man.” That game was a good example of my ability to adapt to a good fastball-hitting team. I wound up going eight and a third innings and winning 5–1. That Morgan home run was the only run they got off me. 

				The most valuable lesson I learned about pitching in the postseason was in Game 1 of the 1971 NLCS against the San Francisco Giants. I had a good year and we made it to the playoffs, but I had not pitched at all in the playoffs in 1970 and had no postseason pitching experience. But in the 1971 NLCS, I started the first game. I thought I had to be better than I was in the regular season because it was postseason, but that was a trap, as I tried to do things I wasn’t capable of doing. The Giants just kicked my ass all over the field in both starts that I had, so in the World Series I went back to being myself and pitched well, winning both games. 

				Going into the ’72 playoffs, I told myself, Well, alright, you learned your lesson in the ’71 NLCS. Don’t try to be Superman, because that’s not your style of pitching. So I prepared like I did in the regular season and tried not to do too much. Plus, I had pitched a lot against the Reds. They were a great fastball-hitting team. I knew what they were capable of doing and I knew what I was capable of doing, so the preparation wasn’t any different because of the lesson I had learned in ’71. 

				We were on the verge of knocking off the Reds and advancing to our second straight World Series appearance in Game 5 when we went into the bottom of the ninth inning with a 3–2 lead. I had pitched into the eighth inning, having given up just four hits before being relieved by Ramon Hernandez, who got the final two outs of the inning. Giusti was brought in in the ninth to slam the door on the Reds. Giusti was perhaps the best closer in the game at that time. In ’71, he had the most saves in the National League and in ’72 had a 1.93 ERA, the lowest of his great career.

				Bench led off the inning for the Reds and promptly slammed a home run to tie the game and send the Riverfront Stadium crowd into a frenzy. Perez followed with a single up the middle, and after Denis Menke singled to left, Virdon took the ball from Giusti and summoned Bob Moose. Moose would retire the next two hitters before facing Hal McRae with runners on the corners. We were praying for extra innings. But that was not to be after Moose threw a wild pitch that scored pinch runner George Foster from third to give the Reds the National League championship. 

				Nobody felt worse than Dave. It was gut-wrenching for him. Dave has always known how I feel about his contributions to our ballclub, the saves he got, and the way he shut down ballgames. Dave had very decent major league stuff but was not overpowering. However, Dave was as mentally tough when a ballgame was on the line as anybody I have ever been around. 

				On Clemente’s recommendation to Joe Brown, Dave came to us from St. Louis after scuffling through a mediocre 1969 season. He didn’t pitch very much with the Cardinals, but he certainly found a home with us. He started off as just kind of a long man in the bullpen, but when closer Chuck Hartenstein struggled, Dave got his chance in that role and the rest is history. 

				His signature pitch was the palm ball, a devastating off-speed pitch, and he could make it do whatever he wanted to. In both the playoffs and World Series in ’71, nobody scored on him in seven appearances. Zero runs. So he knew how we felt about him. After he gave up the home run to Bench, some of us on the Pirates reminded him that those things happen. But we as teammates can be a little more objective because all of us had had ups and downs of our own.

				Perhaps in this case his was tremendously dramatic, but we all felt like he was The Man in our bullpen. He was our closer, and you don’t take your closers lightly. Still, we were all horribly disappointed in the clubhouse. That’s when Clemente came in and told us, “Get your fucking heads up! We had a great year!” 

				Clemente then went around to everybody’s locker to congratulate them on what a great season we all had. As it turned out, that would be the great Clemente’s last game he would ever play, as he would die tragically in a plane crash on a mission to deliver food and relief supplies to earthquake-torn Nicaragua less than three months later.

				Despite our best efforts, Dave was almost inconsolable for a while. The team flew home, and I had my car there at the airport. Dave, his wife Ginny, Karen, and I drove back to Upper St. Clair from the airport. In the car there was both silence and anger. Nobody said anything. 

				Finally, I decided that being pissed about the Series loss wasn’t helping anybody. So I pulled up to a red light in Mt. Lebanon and yelled, “Fire drill!” We all got out of the car, running around it, screaming every obscenity we had ever heard in the early hours of the morning. Mt. Lebanon was the adjoining township to Upper St. Clair, and I picked that area for the fire drill because I didn’t know if that kind of behavior was allowed in Upper St. Clair. Anyway, just before we got out of Mt. Lebanon, we did some really good work to relieve the tension of that dreadful Game 5. We all felt much better.

				I couldn’t wait for the winter to pass and for spring training to begin. Nobody loved the baseball life more than I did. I don’t remember details or my numbers, but spring training in 1973 would be one of the best I ever had. I wasn’t used to having good springs. At that point in my career, I was just trying to get in shape. I knew I was a good pitcher. I had proven that by having several good years in a row. The stats bear it out. Between ’68 and ’72, I won 78 games. That’s an average of a little better than 15 wins a year. But that was a particularly good spring. I thought, Okay, maybe I am going to just start having good springs instead of just pissing around.

				After the season started, however, I was not as sharp or consistently as good as I was in Florida. It was not bad at the beginning by any stretch, and my struggles were more of a gradual decline. I had had slumps before. I didn’t have any particular anxiety early in the season, and I don’t remember a particular game. The only statistic I remember early on before things got bad was that I had a record of 3–3 with one complete game on June 1. Every pitcher gets knocked around. I know I didn’t walk 10 guys in those early games, so I thought, Okay, it’s not working right now, but we’ll get it straightened out. We’ll be fine.

				Back in 1968, on June 1 I was 1–2, but I wound up being 18–6. I had been through times when I wasn’t doing a heck of a lot, so there was no panic in those early games. Just keep throwing and it’ll click. It’ll take care of itself, I kept telling myself. 

				I wasn’t a kid. I had been around a long time, so I might have to tweak something in my pitching delivery. I might have been dropping down a bit or some other mechanical thing. I usually could find that kind of stuff in the bullpen between starts. So I kept reminding myself as the season progressed, Okay, I’m not pitching well right now, but it’ll come. We’ll be fine.

				What followed was what proved to be a fateful trip to Atlanta for a three-game series with the Braves. I started the opening game on a Monday night, and when I wasn’t walking Braves hitters, they were hitting my strikes real hard. Bill came to get me during the fourth inning after retiring just one hitter. I had given up five runs on eight hits and two walks on the night. Following the game, Bill decided to experiment by putting me in the bullpen. Two nights later, on June 13, a complete meltdown left me with no answers.

				Bill, like Murtaugh, was a big supporter of mine. Having won 19 games for Bill the year before, he showed a great deal of patience in me before moving me to the bullpen. As a matter of fact, Virdon had waited until my ERA climbed to 8.50 following my Monday night start. Because he had watched me over the years, he wasn’t going to send me to the bullpen unless he was convinced that it was just the right thing to do. By the time he sent me to the bullpen, I couldn’t have agreed with him more. One of the first things you did with a struggling starter back then was put him in the ’pen. The theory was: put him in the bullpen and don’t give him so much time between starts to worry or wonder.

				Because I never had arm problems, the thinking was that my issue was between the ears. Pitchers can be a little bit like kickers or free throw shooters. The game stops until they attempt a field goal, shoot a foul shot, or pitch the ball. You are on your own out there, and if you let negative things get in your mind, it can greatly affect your performance. 

				Mel Wright and our first-base coach, Don Leppert, were roommates on the road in 1973 and would stay up nights at the edge of their beds discussing my control problems. They both watched videotapes of the two wins I got in the 1971 Series literally more than 100 times, trying to find the smallest of differences in the way I pitched. They analyzed them to no end. If my cap was a little bit off to the side, they took note. It got to be ridiculous, but because they cared so much about me, they did everything they could. Like “Lep” would say years later, “If you were a prick, we wouldn’t have worked so hard to get you right again.” 

				Bill had brought Mel in as pitching coach that spring. I got along very well with him. My theory up until I started pitching badly was that by the time you got three, four, or five years in the big leagues and you’re successful, you’re almost your own pitching coach. You can recognize most of what you need to do for tinkering or adjustments, and you know what’s happening when you’re not pitching well. You have a pretty good handle on that yourself, so when Mel came in, I had no problem with him. I had a good sense of what I was doing. 

				When I began to struggle, he was tireless in working with me. I couldn’t have had a better guy in my corner trying to help me figure my problems out. He passed away many years ago, but every time I see Bill, I tell him that Mel had nothing to do with my situation and nobody could have worked harder with me to try to get it turned around. Mel and I both had the same philosophy. Let’s try everything, because you don’t want to be sitting on a chair on a back porch when you’re 85 years old saying, “Boy, I wonder why we didn’t try this? It might have made a difference.” The solution to my problems might have been one small thing that clicked and my troubles would have been gone. So, we did everything. What made it tough for Mel in his attempts to help me was the fact I had always pitched on gut instincts and by the seat of my pants. I was never a “method” pitcher, so when I went bad, I had no set of standard mechanics to come back to and maybe break down in sections. 

				A week went by before I came into another game, another relief appearance, this time against the Cubs. I had always pitched very well against the Cubs in my career and actually did relatively well in this outing, giving up just two hits and not walking anyone in two innings of work. We lost the game 5–3, but my stint earned me a start two nights later against the Mets. I saw it as a potential step forward and something to build on. That hope proved to be short-lived as I lasted only 1⅔ innings after giving up five runs on seven hits and two walks in a 5–4 loss. 

				Over the next month and a half or so, Bill would start me two more times with similar results. In both of my losses to the Cardinals and Mets, I walked four batters in one inning, and I didn’t make it past the third inning in either game. 

				I was trying hard to figure everything out and what was happening to me. I didn’t want to dump it all on my family or my teammates. There were a lot of nights when I would just come home and sit in the backyard, wondering why all this stuff was going on and what was happening. I’d try to find out in quiet times if I could sort it all out, but I just couldn’t do it. There were some nights where it was emotional, tears coming down my cheeks, because I was thinking this might be it. I might not be a Pittsburgh Pirate anymore. 

				I started thinking about all the good times my teammates and I had had winning a World Series together. Or my life way back in the minor leagues. It might all be over. That made me very sad. 

				One of the things I regret about that whole period was not opening up more to Karen. Even if I knew I couldn’t pitch anymore, it would have helped both of us if I had shared more of my thoughts with her. She had little idea of what was going on with me. I was so internal and angry. I was thinking about getting rid of my bathroom mirror because I didn’t like what I saw. At the time, I didn’t think anybody could understand what I was going through because I figured if I didn’t understand it, how the hell could anybody else? I had trouble imagining what I could say to them. 

				Karen told me, in later years, that watching my pitching career unravel was the toughest thing she ever witnessed. On the rare occasions when we did talk about it, she became very emotional. That was another reason I wouldn’t bring up the subject and would internalize instead. It was a Catch-22. I didn’t want to make her sad, but if I didn’t tell her, it brought about confusion. 

				Having these pitching woes was far worse at Three Rivers Stadium games because I knew people at the ballpark and around the city. Plus, the whole setting was so familiar for me, the site of so much glory in the recent past. When I pitched badly, there was some light booing, the occasional mock cheering, but mostly silence. I think people felt sorry for me, and that bothered me. You don’t want to be embarrassed, and you don’t want people feeling sorry for you.

				Baseball is supposed to be a fun game. You’re not supposed to be feeling sorry for a major leaguer. That was another negative for me when it was going badly. Having people feel sorry for me was just as bad as getting booed. I felt horrible pitching at home knowing that I shouldn’t be out there, but I wasn’t giving up yet. I was still trying. I was caught in an emotional crossfire. You want to go out and keep trying, but you know you shouldn’t be out there, and the fans deserved more than what I was producing.

				It got to the point where I didn’t want to go to the grocery store, didn’t want to go out, because I was so humiliated. Despite all of these troubles, the Pirates’ fans were terrific to me. Throughout this gray period, I received around 100 letters of support per week, four-leaf clovers, crosses, all kinds of things. Hardly anything negative. That made me feel a little better about things. That told me I had been decent to people when it was going good. I never held myself any higher than I should have.

				There was a guy from Virginia who sent me a letter, and it said, “Steve, I’m a great hunter. My aim is always perfect. The only time my aim is off is when my underwear is too tight.” I showed all my teammates, and they all laughed like hell. But you better believe I went out and bought some loose underwear.

				I tried to keep my outside demeanor the same throughout this period. It wasn’t easy. I wasn’t as comfortable because I was hurting so much inside. But I tried. I wanted to be that same person for them. I made an ass of myself like I always had. But life in the clubhouse and in the dugout was funnier and more fun when I was pitching well. 

				Being on the road was, perhaps, a little easier. On the road, it was kind of quiet when I struggled because the worse I got, the better the opposing team did. There was certainly no booing as I started walking or hitting their hitters. Fans on the road were never like the people at the Roman Coliseum rooting for the lions against the Christians. It was strangely quiet, a display of indifference to my struggles. I could also get out more with my roomie and drinking buddy Dave Giusti. Even when it was going good, we would go out and grab a couple of beers after road games. That was pretty standard procedure. 

				But at this point more than ever, Dave felt trying to get me drunk was especially important to ease some of the pain I was going through emotionally. The problem was, Dave would always get drunk first. But I always made sure I caught up with him. Dave was with me every night on the road, and I will never forget his support and friendship. It sounds funny to be grateful for getting drunk, but it did get me away from the whole situation for a few hours. Of course, the drinking certainly never solved any of my problems.

				I got a chance to start in the annual Hall of Fame Game at Doubleday Field in Cooperstown, and the result was just awful. It didn’t seem to make a difference where I was pitching or against whom. Sixty feet six inches was the monster in game situations. After that exhibition game, Bill announced I would be working out of the bullpen for the remainder of the season. I was going to the ballpark every day standing in the bullpen dreading that I’d get into a ballgame. I would have gone in, but I was dreading it because I felt I didn’t belong out there and would hurt the team. 

				A little more than a month after Bill’s announcement, in early September, he was fired by general manager Joe Brown. Murtaugh was brought back to manage the club for the third time in his career. The Pirates may have been playing only around .500 baseball, but we were still only three games out when the decision was made. It was a surprising move to make in the thick of a pennant race. 

				One of the reasons Bill got fired in 1973 was that Joe Brown thought Murtaugh could rescue me. When Murtaugh came back, he had me start right away. I kid with Bill about a lot of things. We’ll go to dinners now and I’ll say, “Bill Virdon’s here and, you know, Bill, if you had kept me in the rotation, I’d still be pitching.” Well, of course, that is bullshit. We have so much respect for each other that we can joke about it all now. The fact is that Bill supported me as much as Murtaugh did because he knew how hard I was trying. Bill is one guy that if he knows you are giving him all your efforts, you would never have a problem. It sounds like a cliché, but he respects a player who gives maximum effort more than anything. 

				Taking me out of the rotation was tough for him for another reason. He knew what I was capable of doing. Hell, I won 19 games for him in 1972. He didn’t want to quit on me. I am sure he agonized over the decision. But that’s all he could do, and I’m sure he was aware that part of the reason he was let go was because Joe Brown thought Murtaugh could pull a miracle out of his hat. Otherwise, you wouldn’t fire a manager who is three games out in September. 

				Joe Brown always had faith that Danny Murtaugh could bring a spark to the ballclub because he had done it before, like when he came back out of retirement to guide us to the 1971 championship. Brown and Murtaugh were friends to the point where I almost had the feeling that Joe said, “Danny, do you want to do this? Can you come back and help me?” Or Danny would come to Joe and ask, “Do you need my help?” They had that kind of relationship. 

				Murtaugh started me on September 11, a 2–0 loss to the Cubs. I went five innings, walking five, but gave up only two hits and one earned run, easily my best start since the beginning of the season and one that offered a glimmer of hope.

				That hope was shattered again 10 days later at Shea Stadium. We had battled all season long from being a season-high 11 games out of first place as late as June 29 to enter this huge game against Tom Seaver in first place by one-half game. It was a golden opportunity for me to win another big late-season game. But it was not to be. I never made it out of the first inning, yielding four hits and a walk and leaving the game down 4–0. The Pirates would not see first place again for the rest of the season and would finish at 80 wins and 82 losses, two and one-half games behind the Mets. Later in life, Joe Brown would say firing Bill was a mistake. Not only did it not turn me around, but it did not help the team, either. 

				I finished the season at 3–9 with a 9.85 ERA. Had I been anything but awful, we would have easily won the division. How did it ever come to this? I thought.

				Nothing would ever be worse for me than the 1973 season. The following two years would be numbing. But 1973 was a fresh wound. Shortly after the season ended, I went down to the Instructional League at Pirate City in Bradenton. Toward the end, I called Karen and told her I needed her down there for support because nothing had changed and my wildness continued. 

				The Instructional League had allowed me the chance to get more game experience in while working on fundamentals in a relaxing setting that wasn’t under the scrutiny of a major league schedule. With my pitching still awful, it bothered me more than usual because I’m saying to myself, If I can’t do it down here, it doesn’t matter where I am. I could be pitching Little League and it would be the same.

				I was just reinforcing negatives at that point. It’s like a golfer who goes out to the driving range and does the wrong things over and over again. If you’re not doing anything correct, all you’re doing is locking in the bad shit. It seemed like that was exactly what was happening in my case. 

				Unlike the year before, I was back home for the winter not looking forward to spring training. My concern was not just for myself but also what my problems were doing to the family. I had it in my mind that I didn’t want it to disrupt my home life with Karen and the boys. I realize now that there was no way of avoiding it. My problems on the mound had an effect that I wanted badly to minimize. I didn’t talk a lot about baseball at home. I thought the less I talked about it, the more I could keep David, Chris, and Karen away from it, so it wouldn’t intrude on them too greatly. 

				I was quiet at home. I had my times of rage in the beginning, throwing things and breaking things, but never at home. My rage took place at the ballpark, in the car, or at a bar when I started drinking too much. I tried to protect my family as best as I could. Looking back, there was no way I could completely protect them because my downfall was out there in the headlines. 

				After David, around 10 years old at the time, got into a fight at his school for defending my honor against a boy who told him that his father thought I was a bum, I had a talk with my boys. I told them that the same kids who wanted to talk to you or who had you come home and get an autograph from me, are not going to be the same. I explained to them that this is how life works. The kids are not trying to be cruel, but it’s easy to not be very nice when their own father or some radio or TV host is calling me a bum. People that speak disparagingly like that don’t realize how cruel that can be not just to the person they are speaking about but also to their wife and children. Shit happens, and as an adult, I understand that. But it’s not as easy for children to process.

				From that point on, I tried as hard as I could to leave the baseball crap at the ballpark and play with them. I would take them to the pool, play catch with them, take them to the movies, get involved in their Little League stuff as much as I could, things like that. 

				I tried harder than anyone could possibly know to keep aspects of that part of my life as normal as possible, knowing that the so-called elephant in the living room was looming over our lives. Despite my efforts, what I was going through on the mound was the start of some very difficult times we had with David. During this period, while both our sons were affected, Chris tended to internalize his struggles like I do, while the issues with David were on the surface. David stopped playing Little League baseball and football, got involved with the wrong crowd, and would start drinking a couple of years later at just 12 years old. He had gone from being a happy kid to becoming a very angry one. 

				We tried everything, including a psychologist and counseling. We came to realize that his anger, apart from his father going into the tank, was also a combination of the move to Pittsburgh and the shock of leaving a small-town atmosphere where everyone knew everybody to being thrown into this high-end suburb with many more people, many more kids in class, and exposure to more temptations. 

				His anger issues escalated over the next three years, and we reached the point where we told him we had to change his environment. It was heartbreaking to tell your son, at age 15, that he can’t live with his family anymore. But, in hindsight, it was the right move. 

				We sent him to stay for the summer at my Uncle Bill’s place back in Falls Village, where I had grown up. Through Uncle Bill, he ended up working on a farm for a guy named Bill Holcomb, who had two or three other boys working there and had zero tolerance for any bullshit. He then came back to attend Linsly, a small private school in West Virginia, for two years, and worked his way back to Upper St. Clair High School to graduate with his class. David, to this day, feels that Reno DiOrio, the headmaster at Linsly, had a significant impact on his life. 

				The entire experience helped change his life. I am so proud of David that he got on the other side of his problems without doing some real damage to his life. He is now one of the hardest workers I have ever known. 

				I went down to Bradenton, Florida, for spring training in 1974 looking for answers from wherever and whomever I could find them. I tried every possible remedy for my control problems. There were times when we had two projectors showing me pitching good and showing me pitching bad side-by-side, looking for clues on how to improve my mechanics. I pitched on my knees. I pitched halfway between home and the mound. I pitched from second base. I tried to pitch from the outfield. 

				I tried pitching every day in the bullpen as well as a couple of times when I pitched entire ballgames from the bullpen. I would throw when our Pirates pitcher pitched as well as the innings when our Pirates pitcher got up to bat. If our pitcher threw 115 pitches, I threw 115 pitches, plus the number of pitches it took in the half-innings he batted for the Pirates. 

				I tried pitching after not even picking up a ball for 10 days. 

				I saw Dr. Bill Harrison, a hypnotist, and took part in his visualization program that he used with the Kansas City Royals and some golfers, actually staying in his home in Davis, California, for a week. Basically, with Dr. Harrison’s help, I visualized the ball going where I wanted it to go out of my hand. That’s kind of an oversimplification of the technique, but at least it got me to try to pitch correctly again. Although I saw credence in that, it ultimately was not the answer. 

				Dodgers great Maury Wills suggested I see Dr. Arthur Ellen, a psychologist in L.A., who had worked with his teammate, Hall of Fame pitcher Don Sutton. I went out and worked a few days with Dr. Ellen, but nothing we did helped. 

				The Pirates tried everything we were aware of back then. I jokingly tell people now that if this happened to me today, I would just take my ass up to the Harvard Medical School and say, “Here I am boys, fix me.” Despite all of their efforts, our team trainers and doctors were of no help because there were no physical issues. Trainer Tony Bartirome couldn’t have been more supportive and remains one of my best friends today. Hell, he didn’t know what to do with me.

				Almost 40 years later, I have more of an appreciation of how many different people tried to help me so many different ways. From teammates, to doctors, to psychologists, to friends, to family, I couldn’t have the appreciation for them that I have now, because while I was going through it all I was so internalized. Back then, I really had no real perspective of the big picture. All things considered, just two and a half bad years out of a charmed life is pretty good, but I was so deep into this thing I was not able to pull up that perspective. I was so deep inside my own personal abyss that I wasn’t able to obtain the perspective that I had later on. I was not able to appreciate that at the time. 

				Now I wonder how tough it was for my teammates to get ready to play a major league game while dealing with a friend and teammate who was hurting. Do you say a lot? Do you say nothing? Do you kid around? Don’t kid around? Do you get angry? Do you not get angry? Do you ignore me? Do you not ignore me? It must have been so frustrating for them all to not know how to help me.

				What was so baffling about the whole thing was that I never had any arm problems. Not even in Little League. I can still give full extension of my right arm as well as anybody who pitched for five years can. When I pick up a ball at Pirates Fantasy Camp now, I’ll go out there and throw eight innings. Once per year, I pick the ball up and do that. So my issues were clearly in my head.

				Joe Brown came up with the concept of giving transcendental meditation a try, which was pretty popular back in that era. It included different forms of relaxation exercises and techniques. He decided to make that a project of his, but rather than have it just spotlighted on me doing it, he collected quite an eclectic group to get involved as well. The group included our team doctor, Dr. Joe Finegold, Willie Stargell, Dave Giusti, Bruce Kison, and Joe himself. 

				One of the main things needed to get started in transcendental meditation was to make an offering before getting into the actual program. This enabled you to get your mantra, which is a word or phrase to help you relax throughout a 20-minute session. You are supposed to make your offering to the people who are putting this program together for you. It could be a piece of fruit, a flower, or something else to do with nature.

				When we found out that we had to bring an offering, Dave, Willie, and I drove out to Anna Maria Island where we were staying. We decided to get some wild flowers growing beside Manatee Avenue on the way to the meditation group event. So here you have Stargell, a future Most Valuable Player and Hall of Famer, rooting around the side of the road through the litter and beer cans trying to find some flowers. Then there was Giusti, a Fireman of the Year reliever, and me, winner of a couple of World Series games, doing the same. We all looked like vagrants. We would have been better dressed if we had those picks and a garbage bag, taking care of the litter. 

				Anyway, we got our flowers and we all went into the group session individually and got a mantra. Once we had our mantras, we went off by ourselves to a spot in the room and repeated this mantra again and again. It is supposed to be your relaxation exercise. To this day, I still use it when I am not able to sleep or if I want to relax. I find it to be really good and effective. 

				At the first meeting, the leader began, “Alright, we are all going to close our eyes and repeat our mantra to ourselves for 20 minutes and see where that takes us.” Three minutes into the program, Joe Finegold falls asleep and starts snoring. Bruce Kison, always vigilant, out of the corner of his eye sees Finegold sleeping and snoring, so he starts snickering. Now we’ve got a whole new ballgame. Bruce, during every session we had, which was two or three times a week during that spring training, without fail, would catch Dr. Joe falling asleep, and he would have to try to keep from laughing. After this same scenario played out a few times, it was hard for any of us to concentrate on our mantra because we were waiting for Kison to break up or Finegold to start snoring. So, as a group, it was less effective than we thought it might be. 

				Yet another approach to fix me, if drastic, was tried by Jim Rooker. Rooker had been with the club only a year, so he and I didn’t have the history I had with most of the other Pirates. We had just gotten out of a long spring training workout and stopped to grab a few beers at someplace going out toward Anna Maria Island. It was brutally hot outside, so we moved inside to a bar where it was air conditioned. It felt like 50 degrees in there with the AC pumping.

				It may have been the beer talking, but Rooker started trying to bait and antagonize me about my control problems in an attempt to get me pissed off. He thought by making me angry, I wouldn’t give a shit anymore and start pitching well again. Rooker ultimately blurted out, “What the fuck is wrong with you?” 

				Despite the AC blasting, I started sweating like a pig because of my anxiety and frustration over pitching poorly again that spring. He was just amazed that between the strong air conditioning unit and our drinking cold beers that I could possibly be perspiring. Rooker later told me he thought I might slug him because of the wild look in my eyes and all the sweating. Actually, at that very moment in the bar, I was relieved to be away from the ballpark. That would become a continuing theme for me.

				Anyway, I calmly looked at him and could only say, “I’m trying, Jim. I’m trying.” What Jim didn’t realize was that I had gone through rage where I broke things in the clubhouse. Been there, done that. Maybe subconsciously I was starting to accept my fate to a degree at that point. He didn’t know I had gone through all that shit where I wanted to tear someone’s head off, including my own. It was confronting me every day. I was sitting in there with him having a couple of beers. I didn’t want to confront this shit anymore. I came in there wanting to get away from it all. 

				What baffled many in the organization was how well I pitched in the bullpen. I just dreaded going into games with a hitter in the batter’s box. When I was pitching well, I had tunnel vision. Complete focus. Now, everything was bleeding in. With a game on the line, I heard everything. I heard the crowd and became aware of the enormity of pitching in the big leagues. All of a sudden, that shell that I was in when pitching well was gone, shattered, and completely eliminated. I felt completely exposed out there, hearing it all. 

				There was no focus. I couldn’t lock in any longer. So it was all psychological because of how I just let it ride in the bullpen versus what I did in the games. The bullpen was a comfortable place to be. It was a bullpen with no one watching as opposed to being on a pitcher’s mound throwing in front of thousands of people. Pitching in front of big crowds became really intimidating to me. So the bullpen was kind of an obscure thing compared to the game. The game was actual competition, whereas the bullpen’s not competition. It was more comfortable, so I can accept the fact I pitched better in the bullpen.

				It’s like being on the driving range at the golf course. Everybody’s a scratch player. I was a scratch player in the bullpen. But when I pitched in live games, I stopped believing I could do it anymore. I just locked up physically and psychologically. 

				Before my control problem, I had the ability to just concentrate on the immediate task at hand, which is a wonderful thing for an athlete. I could block out family, world hunger, or anything that was going on, because of that focus. That focus all went away, and everything was occurring in my mind. I was like an antenna. 

				During spring training, it is normal for all the pitchers to throw batting practice as a way of getting their work in and helping the hitters get prepared for the season. I was very much aware of the fact that some Pirates wouldn’t get in the batting cage against me because they were afraid of getting hit by a pitch. I agreed with them. I understood exactly why someone was reluctant to do that. These were my teammates, and it just made me feel terrible. I didn’t resent any of them for it. Instead, I thought, How far have I fallen when I used to pitch 20 minutes of batting practice to my teammates in spring training without blinking an eye, and now they don’t even want to get into the cage to face me? It was another terrible negative, another spike driven into me.

				In fact, the situation of pitching batting practice didn’t get any better after the Pirates called me up to the 40 man roster that September after a stint in the minors. Just ask poor Miguel Dilone. Miguel was a very slender, short, and speedy Pirates outfielder who made his major league debut on September 2, 1974. He was used sparingly that month because we were so loaded with talent. There was a time on the road that month when the Pirates wanted me to go out in the morning to whichever ballpark we were going to be playing at and pitch with no one around. I would be out there pitching at 9:00 am when there was a night game, trying to work through my control problem. Whenever we did this, we needed someone to stand up there at the plate.

				It was the manager and the coaches who decided on Miguel facing me, because they were not going to send one of the regulars. It was like, “Tag! You’re it, Miguel! Get in the taxi and get out there.” He was the designated target. It’s funny now but anything but that then. At 8:30 in the morning, I had to meet whatever coaches I was working with, along with Miguel, and we would get in a cab and go to the ballpark. 

				Miguel knew he was going to get plunked for about an hour. Not every pitch, but he always had a good chance of getting nailed. So it almost got to the point where I would go down to the lobby at 8:30 and he would be hiding behind a palm tree or something, not wanting to go. But the coaches made him go, just so he could get up there with a bat and, ultimately, get hit several times each time we went out. He was so skinny. I just imagined him going back to the hotel with a bunch of knots on his legs and side. It was almost cruel. I don’t know how he feels about me to this day, but he couldn’t have been happy those mornings at 8:30, thinking, Well, here I am, target practice again.

				I was always a cutup in the clubhouse, and I loved that part of big-league life almost as much as the thrill of pitching. I think I helped the club stay loose, and that gave us an edge. Despite all of my troubles that spring, I did a striptease in the clubhouse to the delight of one and confusion of all and got them all going and revved up. But it was more for their benefit then mine. I didn’t want them feeling sorry for me. I wanted to try to act as much like I had been in the past so it would be easier on them. I was trying to convey to them that I was still fun to be around.

				I finished spring training in 1974 with 25 walks in 14 innings, including a game in which I walked eight in one inning. In that particular game, I think Murtaugh wanted to keep me out there because he thought if I stayed out there long enough, I would get exhausted and something might suddenly click. He never would have done that in the regular season, obviously, but because it was spring training, he was willing to try anything and everything to get me back on track.

				As it turned out, I would have plenty of time to rest. Despite losing our first six games of the regular season, I did not see action until the 10th game. Already behind 10–4 to the Cubs at Wrigley, I came into that game in a mop-up role in the bottom of the fourth. Right away, I could not find the plate, walking my first two batters in what would prove to be an omen for how my five innings of work that day would go. My pitching line: five innings pitched, five hits, eight runs (five earned), seven walks, and one wild pitch (which scored a run). The 18–9 loss was followed by a 1–0 defeat the following day, and we flew to New York with a record of 2–9, six games out.

				The Pirates’ hierarchy had to make some moves to right the ship before the season got away from them. Not long after we arrived at the hotel in New York, Joe Brown asked that I meet with him in his room. He needed my permission, as a veteran player, to send me to Charleston, West Virginia, home of the Pirates’ Triple A team. I always had so much respect for Joe, and he always treated me extremely well, so this must have been very hard for him to do. “I don’t belong with the Pirates,” I told him. “I’m not going to help the Pirates right now. Maybe I can find it in Charleston.” 

				Of course, getting sent down to the minors in what should have been the prime of my career, at age 32, felt like another dagger into my heart. Playing for Charleston was like a carnival. Everywhere I went, it was an easy story for a non–major league town sports writer. I was great copy. It wasn’t easy, but I gave those guys time for a couple of reasons. First of all, they were legitimate, honest people trying to do their jobs. You’ve got to respect that. And second, because of the fact that I had the time for the writers and the media when I was the life of the party and was going good, I figured it was the decent thing to do.

				All the interviews were painful, because it was just rehashing the same bad stuff. In the minor leagues, it was all fresh to them, and I was fresh meat. I couldn’t blame them for that. I blamed myself for putting myself in that position.

				Perhaps the perfect storm between my angst of being in the minors and needing to deal with the media blitz occurred during the depths of my awful season for the Charlies. We had left Charleston one morning on a bus and drove all the way to Toledo, Ohio, where we had a doubleheader. I pitched the first game and was just awful. I started drinking during the second game, just pounding it. I was just so lost. 

				After the second game was over, I didn’t even shower or take my uniform off. I just got on the bus and drank some more. I drank all the way from Toledo to Pawtucket, Rhode Island, halfway across the country and where we had to play the next evening. The bus stopped four or five times on the way and, I guess having drank so much, I collected as much silverware as I could at roadside restaurants, or places we stopped at on the turnpike and the parkway, and stuck them in my uniform. 

				By the time we got to Pawtucket at around 7:00 am, it felt like I was in a suit of mail, clinking and clattering. I thought it was hilarious because I was so drunk at the time. As I stepped off the bus, there was a writer and a photographer from People magazine whom I had agreed to talk with and get photographed for a story. That’s how I greeted them, drunk and clattering, still in my Charleston Charlies uniform filled with silverware. Just ridiculous. 

				They took pity on me and gave me a couple of hours to go in and shower and shave. The interview went alright. The things I did to maybe get outside of myself, like getting drunk and socking away silverware. It was just awful. Just awful.

				Charleston was very, very difficult on Karen and the kids. We wound up renting our house in Pittsburgh to Daryl Patterson, who was pitching for the Pirates. So when I went on the road in Triple A, Karen couldn’t go home. She was down there in what was then a chemical town she didn’t really care for and was unfamiliar with, with two little kids. I wasn’t pitching very well, so it was not really much fun for any of us. 

				There were, at least, some familiar faces on the Charleston Charlies. There was my brother-in-law and pitcher John Lamb, as well as the Bucs’ shortstop the previous three seasons, Jackie Hernandez. 

				Also on the team was a budding nucleus for the Pirates’ next world championship team of 1979, which included John Candelaria, Omar Moreno, Kent Tekulve, and Ed Ott. And last, but not least, a journeyman infielder who would grow up to do some managing, a fellow named Tony La Russa. 

				Despite my efforts and the coaching staff’s best intentions, I was not able to find my control and practically mirrored what I did with the Pirates the previous season by posting a 2–8 record with an ERA of 9.74 and an average of almost two walks per inning. Worse yet, I also hit 16 batters in just 61 innings pitched.

				I missed my Pirates’ teammates terribly. That I couldn’t have the fun that I was used to having with them, making guys laugh and being a good teammate, absolutely broke my heart. Nobody ever had more fun in the majors than I did. And I hated that it was being taken away from me by this control problem I could not fix. It was almost like the pitching was secondary to how much fun I had. The joy I had was doing exactly what I wanted to be doing, playing major league baseball. I went home to Pittsburgh following the season at Charleston hurting deeply, contemplating my next move. I had a lot of time to reflect and to search for the reasons why this gut-wrenching reversal of fortune could happen.

				There were several popular theories out there. The most universally accepted of them was an effect that the sudden death of Roberto had on me. I gave the eulogy at his funeral in what was an incredibly trying time for the entire organization. Roberto and I were friends, but we were not best buddies. However, with Roberto gone, I started wondering if it meant I needed to take on more of a leadership role to fill his large void, to become sort of a figurehead. But then there were Stargell and other vocal stars like Al Oliver and Richie Hebner. We still had a great ballclub with great leaders. So I was able to dismiss this theory. 

				Another theory was that I must have hit a batter really badly in 1972, and it subconsciously had made me afraid to hit another one. Well, I actually did hit Brooks Robinson with a pitch during spring training in ’72. We had gone over to Miami to play the Orioles the spring after we played them in the World Series. Brooks was up, and I hit him right in the helmet with a fastball. He was down on the ground, and we all came running in to make sure he was okay. 

				Brooks told us, “Okay, I’ll get up.” 

				I said, “Goddammit, stay down there. People won’t think I have a decent fastball if you get right up.”

				We didn’t start that banter until we knew, of course, that he was alright. But even if there was another time that I hit a batter with a pitch and injured him, I consistently pitched so well that whole regular and postseason in 1972 that it certainly had no effect. 

				Superstitious theorists believed my problems were related to the infamous Sports Illustrated jinx, because I appeared on the cover during the ’72 season. But that’s bullshit. Plenty of athletes have appeared on the cover numerous times without seeing their abilities diminish.

				Besides the theories, there were also rumors flying around as to what was causing my wildness. One of them was that Karen was having an affair, which was complete bullshit and completely groundless. I knew better than that. I’ve known her my entire life. Another was about problems I was allegedly having with my parents. I absolutely loved my mother and father, but that gives you an idea of the groundless stuff, like with the affair. 

				And then there was the sore arm rumor, but I never had a sore arm in my life. 

				Danny, Joe Brown, and I had decided that we were going to give it one more shot in spring training in 1975. It would be a group decision as to how it was going to play out. If we got things right, obviously things would move on. But if things continued to go badly, it would be a group decision and we would shut it down.

				As usual, I was in good shape, and my arm felt strong. Murtaugh was going to give me a shot to start an exhibition game. The game was against the White Sox, and it was just another one of those awful performances. I pitched into the third inning, having walked eight batters, when Murtaugh came out to the mound to get me. 

				On his way back to the dugout, he just started screaming at the home plate umpire and got himself ejected. He argued balls and strikes until he got thrown out, whether he truly felt I had gotten squeezed by the umpire or not. His getting tossed was a personal gesture to me, I feel to this day, from Danny. Managers don’t ever get thrown out of spring training games. 

				Roland Hemond was the general manager of the White Sox and would call it the saddest thing he’d ever seen in baseball.

				After that game, I spoke to Danny and Joe and said, “Uncle. I’ve had enough. I don’t want to go through it anymore.” I had decided to shut it down. I was succumbing to what would later become a part of the American lexicon—Steve Blass Disease, the inexplicable loss of control when throwing a baseball.

				Karen and the boys were there in Bradenton with me. In spring training, it’s so casual. Like so many times before, the boys met me at the end of the grandstand down the right-field line after I got through pitching and walked with me until we got to the clubhouse. On the occasion of this last game, Karen and I left with my back to the ballpark, with my sons on each side of me, holding my hands. And that was my last walk out of a major league setting, with my wife and two little toe-head sons with me, walking away from the game, as it were.

				The next day, I requested a team meeting from Joe and Danny. I said, “I need to tell them personally. I don’t want them to hear it or read about it from you guys.”

				Joe and Danny assembled the team in the lunch room. I addressed them by saying, “You guys mean the world to me. You were in my corner the whole way; I can’t thank you enough for how tall you have all stood for me. I will never forget the help and support you’ve given me.” 

				I didn’t want it to be long. I just wanted to express how much they meant to me and what their support had meant to me going through all this. I wanted them to go about their business, because they were still going to be Pirates and I was moving on. Reaction from my teammates varied. Some actually wept. Others were completely solemn, like at a funeral. A few of them actually waited for a punch line. I can understand some of them thinking that because I was always coming up with some crazy shit, trying to be funny.

				All I was doing was just trying to get through it, to let them know personally that I was leaving the game. I was just so broken-hearted I was going to be left out. I wasn’t going to have the fun I had always had or be a part of that group any longer. I knew they were good, so I wasn’t thinking about team results. I was thinking about relationships and how this was the end. This team and game were a huge part of my life, and it was going to be over. It was devastating. And it was devastating making that decision. It was even more devastating after the meeting thinking how much I was going to miss everything about baseball life.

				Leading up to the farewell address, I didn’t want any more pain. I didn’t want to hurt anymore. So from that standpoint, I thought, Okay, I’m going to make this decision because I’m going to feel better afterward. But I didn’t feel a helluva lot better afterward because I wasn’t going to be doing something that I had done all my life. Nobody had more fun than I had doing it.

				Before I made that final decision, I kept thinking whether there were things I could do to review my mechanics. The whole thing crystallized to me that I always pitched by gut instinct. 

				I didn’t go Step A: here’s my set of mechanics, Step B: here’s my release, and Step C: here’s my arm slot. None of that occurred to me. By pitching with my gut instincts like I always had, when it went bad, I really didn’t have anything to come back to. When it wasn’t there, it was just a free fall. It wasn’t a foundation of pitching mechanics or anything else. 

				So ironic, isn’t it, that I was always so locked in, and then locked up, progressing to being locked out? That was the essence of the physical manifestations I had when facing a hitter. When I started a windup, it was like the beginning of a tightening, like of a screw or a bolt, which hit its peak when I was releasing the ball. It was just as tight as a drum. And you just can’t pitch that way. That’s probably an oversimplification, but looking back on it now, objectively, after so much time, it almost covers what happened when I started to wind up.

				When I finished saying my goodbyes, I told Karen and the kids that I wanted them to take the station wagon and drive home to Pittsburgh. I said I would take the Volkswagen and drive to a cabin we had about 60 miles from our home. I told Karen I needed some time alone. 

				It only took me a day or so to drive all the way up from Florida. Once I arrived at the cabin, I spent the next four days trying to sort everything out, drinking my brain loose and feeling sorry for myself. My intent was, Alright, I’m going to go up there to the cabin and drink and sulk and pout and all that stuff and hope I can get over it by the time Karen and the kids are home.

				There was never any period of time where I thought about hurting myself or committing suicide. I’m too selfish for that. I would have missed spending time with myself. As my friends say, I’m my own best entertainment. I just hung around the cabin, went for walks, and tried to sort it all out and get on the other side of this turning point in my life.Without them even knowing it, I had clung to my family for those two years. I was in such a state that, had I not been around them, who the hell knows what I would have done? 

				I was heartbroken that I couldn’t pitch anymore, but the part that was more of a problem was that I was no longer a part of The Show. I had been such a big part of it all. I loved the whole cauldron of pitching, the chemistry in the clubhouse, the road trips, the interviews, and the appearances. All that stuff was a mix, and I kept stirring it. It was a wonderful mix, and it was always warm.

				Of course, there was the joy of pitching itself. When I was pitching well, I was going out there having a hoot. I was having the time of my life. I was getting all that positive feedback and not hoping to do well but expecting to do well. I thought, My God, I’ve got this whole thing working!

				I never lost track of how good I had it. I’d had an appreciation of baseball since I was 10 years old and loved it to death. And now, it was gone forever. I was in a very bad place emotionally. I kept thinking, Where am I now? Why did this happen? How did it happen? What’s going to happen now?
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