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INTRODUCTION

It was a bleak, rainy afternoon in early spring 1994 as I sat inside the Nahant, Massachusetts, home of Teresa Conigliaro, sipping from a mug of steaming coffee. I looked through old family scrapbooks filled with the saga of former baseball star Tony Conigliaro, Teresa’s son. In my mind I was piecing together the parts of a puzzle that would become the foundation for this book.

I had arrived in town the day before and found the bustling traffic rotaries of greater Boston to be a far cry from the gently rolling farmlands of Ohio that I call home. Bill Conigliaro, one of Tony’s brothers, met my flight into Logan Airport: He had made arrangements for me to stay in a nearby bed and breakfast. The phrase “culture shock” had flashed through my mind as he maneuvered his white Jeep in and out of traffic, pointing out various sights on our drive toward the North Shore. My trip was the culmination of months of research, correspondence, and phone calls, and now I was savoring the reward—a firsthand look at the incredible life and tightknit family of a fallen New England sports hero.

Although I had envisioned a biography of “Tony C” since the previous year, my fascination with the young slugger actually dated back to the summer of 1968, when Tony had made an appearance on The Merv Griffin Show. That’s when I saw him for the first time. Tall, handsome, and charismatic at twenty-three, he had already lived a tale of tragic misfortune. A fastball had exploded into the left side of his face in August 1967, nearly killing him and, in fact, ruining his eyesight. Tony eventually returned to continue his major-league career, but his comeback, while successful, would be short-lived. The worst for Tony was yet to come a few years after he left baseball.

Upon seeing Tony for the first time on television, I began following his career with a strange intensity. He was relentless in his efforts to overcome lingering vision problems, and Red Sox fans remained hopeful that he would. After a 1970 season in which he produced career bests of thirty-six home runs and 116 runs batted in, Tony, surprisingly, was sent to the California Angels in a trade that reeked of controversy. His brother Bill, still a member of the Red Sox, became embroiled in an ongoing verbal war with Carl Yastrzemski and Reggie Smith; and embittered parents, Sal and Teresa, vowed to discourage their youngest son, Richie, from ever playing professional baseball.

I lost track of him, but I never forgot Tony Conigliaro. When I read about his death in 1990, I was greatly saddened. He was only forty-five years old. I grieved for a stranger. Shocked and dismayed, my curiosity about Tony was again piqued. I began a quest that I hoped would offer solace and closure for a part of me, and which would bring forth something positive from his death.

Many people have asked why someone born and raised in the Midwest would be so committed to a subject whose background was so totally different. I’ve asked myself that same question hundreds of times and I have no logical answer. It baffles me, too. An acquaintance of mine who claimed to be a psychic told me that my connection to Tony stemmed from recognition. She believed that I had recognized him from a former life. Someone else suggested that I was involved with his story because of emotional empathy and that I unconsciously identified with him. Speculation aside, if someone had told me in 1968 that I would someday be immersed in a project of this magnitude, I would not have believed it.

This book is a dream come true. My intent in conceiving this book and helping to get it published was to award Tony whatever recognition eluded him in life and to maintain his legacy in baseball. Unfortunately, I never met Tony or his father, Sal; but as I sat in Mrs. Conigliaro’s living room that gray Sunday afternoon, I felt their presence. Although baseball historians might argue that Tony Conigliaro was a victim of grievous circumstances, I realized how fortunate a man he had been. Not every individual can enjoy the love and support that Tony did, whether the source was his family or baseball fans throughout all New England and much of America.

I felt at peace in the Conigliaro home that spring day in 1994. Stolly, the large white dog that had greeted me earlier at the back door, lay asleep on the kitchen floor. In a room down the hall, Richie busily packed for a golf excursion to Florida. Bill, himself a former major leaguer and now an amateur photographer, was in another room taking formal photographs of a friend’s children. He would soon be joining me to begin the first of many hours of conversations that led to the conception of Tony C. Teresa, forever the colorful matriarch, sat across the room reminiscing about the lost promise of youth. As I sat looking at the beautiful oil portrait of Tony Conigliaro over the mantle, forever swinging at the elusive ball, I couldn’t help thinking, “Wish you were here.”

—Linda Householder
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BAD NEWS ON THE DOORSTEP

BILLY CONIGLIARO WISHED HIS BROTHER WOULD DIE. It was Saturday morning, February 24, 1990, gray, damp, and cold. Tony Conigliaro, again, was in Salem Hospital on the North Shore of Boston, this time with a 104-degree temperature and complications from pneumonia. Billy had lost count of how many times he had rushed his brother to the hospital—twenty or thirty—with high temperatures and breathing problems and foot and leg ailments and when the horrible coughing fits just wouldn’t stop. Billy had been raised in a fiercely loyal, eternally optimistic family and he had been taught to never, ever give up. But sometime after Tony’s heart attack and subsequent severe brain damage in 1982—perhaps it was the second or third year of watching him suffer and never improve—Billy had abandoned hope. “I went there thinking maybe this was the day he was put out of his misery,” Billy recalls.

The wretched, hopelessly impaired forty-five-year-old man in the hospital bed just wasn’t Tony anymore. He hadn’t been Tony for eight years. Tony loved to eat. Now he was fed through a tube in his stomach. Tony loved to dance. Now he couldn’t walk. Tony loved to sing. Now he could barely speak. Tony loved to play. Now Billy tossed a sponge ball to him, and he couldn’t raise his hands to catch it. Tony loved life. Now his life had become something grotesque. Tony loved to battle—he was stubborn, tough-as-nails, incredibly willful. Now he couldn’t fight back. That’s how Billy really knew his brother was finished. Tony had to be gone, because he wasn’t fighting back. “It was the only time Tony wasn’t able to overcome something,” Billy says, “because it wasn’t him doing the fighting.”

In the afternoon doctors came to the room in the intensive care unit and told Billy they didn’t know if the medication would adequately treat Tony’s infection. His kidneys were failing. They didn’t know if Tony would make it this time. At about 3:45, Billy sat in a chair next to Tony’s bed and grasped his brother’s hand. He could feel Tony’s pulse in his wrist. In the course of an hour, as the gray afternoon turned to a dull, winter dusk, Billy held on as Tony’s heart gradually beat slower, slower, and slower, like a clock winding down. Then there was one sluggish beat and nothing more. Billy looked at Tony’s face. “It looked like he was asleep,” he remembers. Billy summoned the nurses, some of whom had treated Tony over the years, and they hugged and kissed the corpse and sobbed. Billy’s eyes filled, but not from grief. He was joyful that Tony’s torture was over.

Billy telephoned his younger brother, Richie, his mother, Teresa, and his uncle Vinnie Martelli, Teresa’s brother who was like Tony’s second father. Vinnie hung up the phone and cried. “Every night for three months, I went to bed praying he would die,” remembers Vinnie. He thought about Tony, young and strong and brimming with promise, snapping baseballs over the left-field wall at Fenway Park, and wondered if he could ever again think of those home runs and not ache.

By early evening Tony’s death had moved on the news wires, and as word spread that Tony C was gone, a lot of people found it hard not to feel a little older and sadder. In East Boston Joe Rocciolo could remember coaching the tall, skinny Little Leaguer who hit the ball clear across Saratoga Avenue. In Greenville, Mississippi, George Scott could remember Wellsville, New York, in the summer of ‘63, and a double date with Tony and two blonde sisters and how they stayed out extra late and got up the next day and hit home runs. In Lynn, Massachusetts, Julie Markakis could remember her high school sweetheart and his singing love songs to her in a convertible and how neither of them ever married. In Lynnfield, Massachusetts, Rico Petrocelli could remember Tony’s smile and the ferocity he brought to every single at-bat. In the North End, Jerry Maffeo could remember how great the kid looked when he stepped onstage wearing a tux. In Branson, Missouri, Jack Hamilton turned off the television news and could remember the night his fastball sailed into Tony’s handsome face, and wondered “if in some way I was responsible for him dying. Maybe I started all the bad things for him. You never know.” In downtown Boston, Tony Athanas could remember how Tony walked into a room and the place instantly became a little more charming. In Beverly Hills, California, Dennis Gilbert could remember leaving a fancy restaurant with Tony and a car rolling past and a young woman leaning out the window to yell, “Tony C, I love you!”

Baseball fans across the country, especially long-suffering Boston Red Sox lovers in New England, found the bad news on the doorstep when they hefted the Sunday newspapers. Over the years there had been plenty of hard-ball heroes, but Tony C was extra special. His appeal wasn’t in statistics. Jackie Jensen hit more home runs. Vern Stephens had more runs batted in. Pete Runnells had a better lifetime batting average. Billy Goodman got more hits. Ike Delock played more seasons. Ed Romero had more World Series at-bats. But Tony C touched Red Sox Nation deeply and forever, the way Ted Williams and Carl Yastrzemski did.

“I felt like I had lost a friend,” says Red Sox fan Gale Carey. She grew up in Natick, Massachusetts, fell in love with baseball in the early sixties, had a slight teenage crush on Tony C in the late sixties, and was all grown up and married and a professor at the University of New Hampshire the day Tony C died. And she felt as if someone had thrown out her baseball card collection. “It felt like, deep inside, that a little heartstring had been cut. He came along just as I was getting into baseball, and I felt like we had both come into this magical scene at the same time. I wished I could talk to his family and tell them how much he touched my life.”

Baby boomers who remember Dad cracking open a Narragansett while they watched the Sox on television felt closer to Tony C than they ever did to Teddy Ballgame or Yaz. Ted was born during World War I and Yaz was born before World War II. Tony was born in 1945, and to the boomer generation, he was one of them. He wore dungarees and flipped baseball cards in the fifties. His father had a car with preposterous tail fins. He sang Elvis in the shower. He listened to the Beatles on 45s. He didn’t like rules. He said exactly what was on his mind. He wanted to be number one. He could be arrogant. He had doting, indulgent parents. He cried the day John F. Kennedy was assassinated. He didn’t believe in waiting his turn. He nearly got married before he was old enough to vote. He collected telephone numbers during the sexual revolution. He got the dreaded draft notice. His best friend was killed in Vietnam. He was disillusioned in the late sixties. He grew funky sideburns in the early seventies. He decided it was time at last to let go of childhood dreams when he hit thirty. He went to California in the late seventies. He felt the tug to come home in the early eighties.

For the Mickey Mouse Club generation, Tony was just right. He came along at the right time. The Red Sox, led by the workmanlike Yaz, had been men in gray flannel suits. Then Tony joined the club in 1964, the year John, Paul, George, and Ringo came to America and added a dash of flamingo plumage. He was a teen dream, young, handsome, audacious. He was sure of himself. He cut a record as if he were Ricky Nelson.

“Conig was always my idol,” says Tom Murphy, who pitched in the big leagues from 1968 through 1979. “I was in college in Ohio when he was in the big leagues in Boston. He had a style. He was cool.” Tony was intense, yet joyful. He adored being a baseball player—fans could tell that just by the way he strode to the plate. “He loved baseball,” says Gerry Moses, Tony’s teammate with the Red Sox and the Angels. “I’ve never seen anyone, to this day, so dedicated to the game.”

Tony couldn’t wait to hit. He wanted to be a hero. He lived to wallop home runs, because they were the most glamorous thing in the baseball world, and Tony C craved glamour and bright lights. “He was born to play,” recalls Rico Petrocelli. “He loved being a ballplayer. He loved what he was.”

Tony was in the right place. New Englanders love the Red Sox, and they love local kids, and Tony C was a local kid starring for the Red Sox. He grew up in Revere and East Boston, just a trolley ride away from Fenway Park. He knew a milk shake should be called a frappé and he wasn’t afraid of traffic rotaries and he knew the South End from South Boston. He had a wonderful Boston accent—not Beacon Hill like every Bostonian caricatured in the movies, but the blunt, no-nonsense cadence of the blue-collar neighborhoods. He didn’t grow up listening to Curt Gowdy or sneaking into Fenway—Tony loved to play, not watch—but it was easy for Red Sox fans to imagine he did.

And he was born for the lyrical, little, rundown home bandbox and its famous left-field fence just 315 feet from home plate. Tony was a right-handed, slashing, aggressive, dead-pull hitter. He lifted baseballs into breathtaking parabolas, turning them into tiny white specks that disappeared into the darkened Victorian rooftops beyond the green wall. “He was built for Fenway Park,” says Carl Yastrzemski. “I would say, had he stayed healthy, without any doubt, he’d have hit five hundred home runs playing in Fenway Park. Christ, he could hit home runs in that ballpark in his sleep.” Jim Palmer, a Hall of Fame pitcher with the Baltimore Orioles, thought Fenway Tony would have pushed what was then Babe Ruth’s lifetime home-run mark of 714.

Tony had the right stuff. He had a truckload of natural talent. He had a nearly obsessive will to work—he wanted to improve and become one of the all-time greats. “He was a consummate athlete,” says Bill Bates, a friend of his who was the head trainer for the Boston Patriots from 1961 to 1972. “He worked. He worked. He worked. He was always lifting weights. He was always running. He was always doing things to improve his game. He would have played until he was forty, forty-one. With the designated hitter? There is no doubt in my mind. He had a lot of guts.”

“He had tremendous determination,” Yastrzemski recollects. “He just kept attacking, attacking, attacking, attacking. That was the key to his success. He never backed off at the plate—never backed off at the plate.”

Tony was graceful under pressure—when he stepped up to bat in the anxious moments of ballgames and when he stepped onstage in front of television cameras, with a so-so singing voice, to croon in front of millions. “To play in front of thousands of people was one thing, but this was different,” Petrocelli remembers. “We all respected him for that. Whether he was good or not, it didn’t matter. We thought he really had balls.”

Tony was a starting player in the major leagues when he was nineteen. He led the American League in home runs when he was twenty. He hit his one hundredth career home run when he was twenty-two—Babe Ruth was twenty-five before he hit his first home run for the Yankees. New Englanders were sure they had their own home-grown version of Joe DiMaggio. “If I had been a scout and I knew then what I know now,” says Lee Thomas, general manager of the Philadelphia Phillies and Tony’s teammate on the ‘64 Sox, “I would have thought, ‘My God, what a find!’” In the summer of 1967 he was still evolving, honing, learning. Tony was twenty-two and the future was bright—Yastrzemski didn’t pull his game together until he was twenty-eight. “I think in ‘67, he really came into his own as an all-around player,” Yaz reflects. “I think he would have become just as big.”

And then, on one pitch, it all went wrong. In an instant he was no longer the right man in the right place at the right time. Tony would go into the record books, but not for chasing Babe Ruth. He would be remembered as the victim of the second-most devastating beaning in baseball history. Carl Mays’s submarine ball killed Ray Chapman in 1920. Jack Hamilton’s fastball killed Tony C’s future of endless possibilities.

“He was Halley’s comet,” Bill Bates declares, “that just stopped in midair.”

Tony was mutated from a symbol of youth and hope to a symbol of dashed dreams. He felt cheated, and so did his boomer legions. Neither wanted to say good-bye, not so soon after saying hello. In 1968 when the Tet offensive stalemated Vietnam and Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy were assassinated and Chicago police cracked college kids on the head on national television, they turned their lonely eyes to Tony. “The image that kept flickering was of him working,” says Richard Johnson, curator of the New England Sports Hall of Fame. “Swinging at balls a foot outside. Swinging at air. Trudging to the bullpen at Fenway Park. You knew if someone could come back, he would. As long as he had hope, we all had hope.”

For longer than anyone thought possible, Tony was gallant amid graceless times. Even Dick Williams, his best manager and his most relentless tormentor, saw it. “Say what you will, the guy was a fighter,” Williams wrote in his autobiography. “Between the lines there was nobody who played harder... . by having Tony Conigliaro in there fighting every day, the game of baseball was the winner.” Bates used to tell his Patriots patients, “If you guys had half the balls Tony Conigliaro does, we wouldn’t be 4-10.”

Tony C returned to baseball during the summer of Woodstock (1969) and it seemed everything would be all right. He hit twenty home runs, went on The Dating Game, and had a fling with actress Mamie Van Doren. The next year he willed himself through his most productive season in the major leagues, but it was clear that everything would not be all right. “He hit thirty-six home runs blind,” says Jerry Maffeo, another friend of Tony’s. “He couldn’t see the ball. That’s how much guts he had. He couldn’t see and he had the balls to get in there with them throwing ninety miles per hour.” In the year of Kent State and the Beatles’ breakup, the Red Sox cashed out their folk hero and traded Tony far away. Of course, he unraveled in Anaheim—he was no longer the right man in the right place. Of course, his perfunctory comeback in 1975 fizzled—he was no longer the right man at the right time. He was thirty, and it was somebody else’s turn. Tony C was finished, and a generation of Red Sox fans felt they had barely gotten a chance to know him.

“He was baseball’s JFK,” Dick Johnson maintains.

And a generation could grow old, cut its hair, sell the lava lamps in yard sales, forget the words to “Riders on the Storm,” spawn baby boom-lets, get flabby, and remember Tony C as forever young. He never took the field old and slow and never played gray and fat in an old-timers’ game. He was the guy who got away, and people always remember those types as talented and beautiful and miss them the most. Boomers freely allow their imaginations to run wild. What might have been? After two beers on a sunny day, any middle-aged fan in Red Sox Nation can imagine the plaque in Cooperstown:

Anthony Richard Conigliaro

“Tony C”

Boston A.L. : 1964–1985

Gathered 611 lifetime home runs. Batted .320 with nine home runs in three World Series, including three home runs in Game Seven victory over Cincinnati in 1975. Led A.L. in home runs six times. League Most Valuable Player in 1976. Youngest player in baseball history to win home-run crown in 1965. Totaled 1,568 runs batted in. Named to All-Star team eight times. Known for key hits in clutch situations.

Tony knew his real legacy better than anyone. “I wanted to become the greatest right-handed hitter of all time,” he said after escaping the California Angels. “I thought I was on my way at one time. Then I got hit in the head.”

After three beers on a sunny day, any middle-aged Red Sox fan can get sad about Tony C. His career was cut short, he had a heart attack when he was thirty-seven, and he suffered terribly for eight years until he died. To the people close to him—his family, his friends, his fans—his life is a story of incredible accomplishment, terrible luck, enormous willpower, but ultimately a tremendous tragedy. “Every time he was the happiest, he was knocked down,” says his mother, Teresa. Still, there is something else in his life story, and Rico Petrocelli saw it on the day Tony died, and he has thought about it many times over the years since.

“I think about when I first met him—his laugh,” Petrocelli reminisces. “Me, him, and Mike Ryan singing old rock ‘n’ roll songs together. Some of the at-bats he had. I think about seeing him before he passed away. I think of how life is. How it can change so fast. His life really taught me about life in general. It can change, from one pitch to another.

“The time he had as a ballplayer, he lived. He really lived. I think about ballplayers and life. We really should enjoy what we’re doing. Have some fun in it. I say that to young ballplayers today, and they look at me like I’m crazy. We should have some fun.”
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THAT TED WILLIAMS KIND OF CONFIDENCE

The joyful baseball player in Tony Conigliaro’s pedigree was on his mother’s side. Tony’s father, Sal, had starred in track and football in high school. It was Uncle Vinnie who was the ballplayer, the baseball player.

Vinnie Martelli loved baseball. He grew up in Revere, just north of Boston, in the 1930s, and he was crazy about the Boston Braves. His favorite players were Rabbit Maranville, the eccentric, brilliant shortstop who made vest-pocket catches of pop flies, and Wally Berger, a young outfielder who walloped long home runs into the stiff wind blowing off the Charles River at Braves Field. Vinnie enlisted in the Knothole Gang, a club that admitted kids into certain sections of the ballpark at a discount. He liked to take the trolley into Boston to the big old ugly ballpark on Commonwealth Avenue, just a few blocks west of Fenway Park.

Vinnie was a third baseman and was known in the high compliment of the day as “a pretty good ballplayer.”

“The older I get, the better I was then,” he laughs six decades later.

Vinnie played on the sandlots of Revere, at Revere High School, for the American Legion, for semipro teams in Revere and Malden, and a couple of times he even worked out with the Chicago Cubs. He dreamed about the big leagues, but then came World War II and four years in the marines and a serious back wound suffered on Peleliu. After the war he returned home to Revere and moved in with his sister Teresa, her husband, Sal, and their baby son, Tony.

Tony, who was born on January 7, 1945, had been nicknamed “Choo,” as in “choo-choo,” after Sal noted that the boy motored on all fours at full speed, like the Twentieth Century Limited. Vinnie and the little guy became fast pals. As he grew up, Tony began to motor full speed after his uncle. When Uncle Vinnie went to the barbershop for a haircut, to the variety store to get a newspaper, or to a tavern for a cold beer, Tony tagged after him. People around town started to mistake the skinny kid with big brown eyes and a great smile for Vinnie’s son.

Inevitably, if he tagged after Uncle Vinnie long enough, the kid ended up on a ballfield. One day, Vinnie doesn’t remember exactly when, he and Tony took their baseball mitts, a bat, and a couple of balls down the street to Ambrose Park, a small, treeless lot with a chain-link backstop and a dirt infield. Like millions of dads in mid-twentieth-century America, Sal had outfitted his boy with baseball equipment and he sometimes played ball with him. But Sal was busy with his job at a zipper factory and with assorted business ventures, from manufacturing music stands to raising chickens. Instead, it was Uncle Vinnie who most often played with Tony. He had come back from the South Pacific at twenty-three thinking baseball had passed him by. “I thought it was a young man’s game,” Vinnie remembers. And here was a youngster dying to throw the ball around with him.

Vinnie was delighted. He played catch with Tony, hit ground balls to him, and pitched to him. They went to the park two or three times a week, and their sessions continued after Uncle Vinnie married, took a job delivering the mail, and moved into his own house five minutes away from the Conigliaros.

With or without Uncle Vinnie, Tony played. Nobody ever had to push him to do that. Teresa loves to tell the story: When he was about four, Tony would get up, dress himself, and head to the ballfield, where he would play all day by himself until she dragged him back to the house for meals. He threw the ball, chased it, hit it, chased it again—it didn’t matter to him, just as long as he got to play. Nosy neighbors gossiped that the skinny little Conigliaro boy in the park with his clothes inside out was a neglected child, such a shame, the poor little boy, all alone all day in the park.

“Now the baseball field at that park is named after Tony,” Teresa says. “I wonder what they think of that.”

The notion that Tony was neglected was laughable. Sometimes he was terribly indulged, sometimes he was strictly controlled, and sometimes he was harshly disciplined, but Tony Conigliaro was never, ever neglected. A younger brother, Billy, was born in 1947, and baby brother Richie came along in 1951. Tony grew up in an intensely close family, with lots of hollering and screaming and affection—love at two hundred decibels. There were squabbles and fights, but no Conigliaro ever sided against the family with an outsider, whether it was the neighborhood girl who cracked a toy gun over Richie’s head or the second-grade teacher who locked Tony in a closet.

[image: ]

Even at the age of three Tony was hinting he was ready to set sail for the big leagues. (Photo courtesy of the Conigliaro family).

The Conigliaros knew their sons weren’t angels. One Christmas the boys got a BB gun and used the tree ornaments for target practice. Later, Tony plinked a neighborhood kid in the seat of her pants. And they were forever conking neighbors and passing cars with snowballs. “They very seldom missed,” Teresa says with a sparkle of maternal pride. “They had a pretty good eye.” But the Conigliaros would discipline their own. When they needed punishment, the boys met the business end of Teresa’s wooden spaghetti spoon. They could run, but they couldn’t hide. She was skilled at flushing culprits from under a bed with a dust mop. Sal dealt with serious infractions, such as the time Tony was caught cutting kindergarten. And then there was the incident famous in family history: The Day the Boys Wouldn’t Go to the Store.

Tony was around ten years old. He and his brothers had spent most of the day squeezing their mother in a three-on-one campaign to drive Mom over the edge. Then she asked Tony to run down to the store for her. He said no, he didn’t feel like it. She asked Billy to run down to the store. He said no. Exasperated, she asked little Richie. He followed his big brothers’ lead—nope. Teresa burst into tears and called Sal to come home from work. In middle-class, blue-collar, 1950s America, getting Dad out of work was more serious than calling the marines.

Naturally, Sal went for the oldest first, asked Tony the ominous rhetorical question, “So you think you’re a big man, huh? Telling your mother you’re not going to the store for her?” and proceeded to deliver what was known in those days as a good beating, first with his hands, then with his belt. Sal’s brown eyes turned black, which meant he was extra, extra angry. Billy and Richie were next, and soon the three whimpering former wise guys walked to the store. In his 1970 autobiography Seeing It Through, written with sports-writer Jack Zanger, Tony noted that “at the time I really hated my father for it,” but the incident lived in family lore and eventually acquired a humorous tone. Tony told the story often, with the pride people develop for tough discipline twenty years or so after it was dropped on them. “Sal controlled Tony’s life,” states his boyhood friend, Jim “Jimmy Maggs” Magnasco. “But Tony needed it. He could be a little devil.”

Many times in his life Tony resented and grumbled about his father’s discipline, meddling, and manipulation, but no one remembers his ever saying a bad word about him. Tony loved and respected Sal and almost always in retrospect said of his father’s directions, “As usual, he was right.” Sal was a tremendous influence on Tony. In many ways Tony took after his father and thus found himself in the Red Sox outfield at nineteen. While Uncle Vinnie taught Tony how to field and throw and hit, Sal taught him how to make the big leagues. Sal gave him the attitude—be confident, strut a little, don’t be afraid of anything, and if you’re afraid, don’t show it—that would charm and infuriate people from Little League to Yankee Stadium. Tony was good and he knew it, and that made him better. Uncle Vinnie could not teach that. “I wished I had that confidence,” comments Vinnie.

“Vinnie gave him the baseball sense. Sal gave him the aggressiveness,” says Joe “Joe Rock” Rocciolo, who grew up with Sal in East Boston. “He got that hard-nosed aggressiveness from his father. In Italian, we call it capitoso. That means ‘hard-headed.’ It means nobody is going to tell you what to do. That was Sal.”

In 1953 the Conigliaros moved some five miles to East Boston, where Tony would spend the rest of his childhood. Across the harbor from downtown Boston, Eastie was a predominantly Italian and Irish section of the city. It was mostly middle class, thickly settled with narrow streets, mom-and-pop groceries, close-together single- and two-family homes, and postage-stamp-sized yards. Sal bought a white-clapboard Cape for about ten thousand dollars on Crestway Road in Orient Heights, known as a nicer neighborhood because of an occasional well-to-do home, including those on Pork Chop Hill, so named because residents there were said to be able to afford pork chops on Sunday.

People who lived in East Boston during the Eisenhower years remember it as a good place to grow up. It was safe. In the mornings, fathers went off to work for the MTA or at the General Electric plant in Lynn or to their shoe stores and television repair shops in the square. Mothers stayed home and washed and cleaned and looked after the kids and sat on the front steps to talk to other neighborhood mothers. You could go to Mass at Saint Joseph’s (where most of the Irish went) or Saint Lazarus (where most of the Italians went, including the Conigliaros). A cop from District Seven walked the beat and gave scampish kids a boot in the pants—or worse, threatened to go talk to their fathers. You could buy a newspaper at Milgram’s and read it next door over a cup of coffee and a doughnut at Steve’s. You could get cannolis at Florentino’s and the best jelly doughnuts at Gracie’s. Small grocery stores strung up slabs of salami and hunks of provolone in the window. Old guys in baggy pants loitered around the barbershops to shoot the breeze or look at the dirty magazines or play the numbers.

And there were a lot of kids. The streets of East Boston teemed with little baby boomers in dungarees, T-shirts, and PF Flyer sneakers, and Tony Conigliaro could always find someone to play with. He liked all sports, but this was the 1950s. The only real game was baseball—or forms of baseball adapted to fit the topography. Tony played a lot of stickball and halfball in the street. “My mother could never find a broom handle. We were always cutting them off for stickball,” says Billy. Tony played baseball in the vast parking lot of Suffolk Downs Racetrack, which was just down the hill from the house, where he would run baselines chalked onto the blacktop. And he played baseball at Noyes Park.

Noyes Park was a bike ride away, on the other side of the hill, a few hundred feet from the black waters of Boston Harbor. There was a chain-link backstop, a dirt infield, a chain-link outfield fence, and a big storm drain in shallow center field—when the tide was high, the field flooded. Giant fuel tanks, left over from World War II, dominated the horizon and blocked the noise of traffic whooshing along the busy McClellan Highway. Now and then, there was the drone of propeller planes going in and out of Logan Airport, just across the water. There were enough kids around so that Tony, Richie, and Billy each had his own set of friends. But Tony and Billy often took their mitts, bats, and a couple of battered balls and played for hours at Noyes. Tony pitched to Billy and Billy pitched to Tony. Sometimes, they hit the ball out onto Saratoga Avenue, where it would thump satisfactorily off the bulbous sedans parked on both sides of the street. Sometimes the boys cracked balls clear across the road and against the red brick wall of the Stop & Shop supermarket.

Little League teams played at Noyes, and Tony and Billy liked to climb onto the billboard in center field and watch. Naturally, Tony was enchanted by the snappy uniforms and cleated shoes and the applause from the small crowds. He went to Uncle Vinnie, who was president of the Revere Little League, and asked how to join. Vinnie told him to go to Noyes some day and ask for Mr. Campbell.

Ben Campbell worked at the Boston Fish Pier, had boys of his own, and coached the Orient Heights Sparks. He had prematurely white hair and a gentle way with his charges. Vinnie had already telephoned and told him all about Tony by the time the boy approached him. Mr. Campbell told the skinny little kid that, at eight years old, he was a year too young for Little League, but he was welcome to work out with the team. As he fielded grounders, Tony noticed that the other boys were older and bigger but not better than he. Mr. Campbell noticed, too, and told Tony he could practice with the Sparks whenever he wanted. Tony loved his sessions with the team, especially the way everyone gathered around to watch him hit the ball harder than anyone else. He was a new kid in Eastie, and he was a terrible student in school, but here was something he did well. And this was something he would work at. He played ball with Billy, with Uncle Vinnie, with his neighborhood pals, including Magnasco and Bobby “Muzzy” Mazzarino, and he played with the Sparks. He wanted to hit until his hands bled. He could feel himself getting better.

In the summer of 1954, at age nine, he was old enough to join the team. Tony Conigliaro was issued his first baseball uniform: plain dark purple cap; white jersey, Sparks in black block letters across the chest, and red, white, and blue Little League patch on the left sleeve. “This must have been what I was always waiting for,” Conigliaro wrote in Seeing It Through, “because it felt natural putting it on.” He played second base. He remembered that in his very first at-bat, he homered over the center-field fence.

Uncle Vinnie, of course, came around to see his nephew play. The old dream, the one that flickered in the grandstand at Braves Field in the thirties, started to stir again. “To me, he just looked like he could be a ballplayer,” recalls Vinnie. “He just had all the moves.” In his first season, Tony batted .400. The next year, he moved to shortstop, batted .500, and led his All-Star team to within one victory of the Little League World Series in Williamsport, Pennsylvania. Boots Merullo, whose father, Lennie, played for the Cubs in the 1940s, was on Tony’s team. He remembers how well Tony played and how every kid wanted to ride to the games in Sal’s brand-new Buick convertible. Tony was already glamorous.

When he was eleven, Tony played shortstop and pitched—the standard Little League positions for superstars—and batted .650 and went 8-0 with two no-hitters. When he came to bat, his teammates would shout at the opposing outfielders to position themselves on the sidewalk on Saratoga Avenue. Even that wouldn’t have helped—sometimes Tony lofted home runs onto the roof across the street. He was getting bigger and stronger and smarter. One day Tony was taking grounders in practice and a bad hop barely missed his head. On the next bouncer, he flinched. Mr. Campbell stood over him and held a baseball in front of his face. “Tony, if you’re afraid of this little baseball, then forget it. Maybe you shouldn’t be a ballplayer,” he declared. Tony never flinched again, from Noyes Park to Fenway Park.

Another time, with runners at second and third, Campbell signaled for Conigliaro to take a pitch. The offering was too juicy to resist, however, and Tony smacked a two-run single. “You’re on the bench next game,” Campbell told Tony, who knew exactly why, but he would always find it easier to follow a fastball than instructions.

Something else was in blossom. Tony could hit and field beyond his years, but he could also strut better than most ten-year-olds. Flashes of a startling self-confidence became more frequent and more audacious. “He would tell the pitcher to get the ball over the plate so he could hit it out of the ballpark,” said Rocciolo, who was an assistant coach to Mr. Campbell. “You could actually hear him out there, talking. When he got a walk, he got mad. He wanted to hit.”

The kid was unbelievable. This was Boston in the midfifties, and as crazy as it seemed, the skinny shortstop-pitcher reminded some people around Noyes of another player who used to be skinny and brash. “Tony had that Ted Williams kind of confidence,” Joe Rock says. “He was in Little League. He’d say, ‘I’m going to hit two home runs and strike out fourteen.’ And he’d do it. He’d always do it.”

Sometimes even Uncle Vinnie couldn’t believe his ears. He remembers taking Tony, who was ten or eleven, to a Revere High School game at Medford to see a hot pitcher. They sat in the bleachers and watched the high school kid throw nasty, sharp deliveries.

“That’s a pretty good pitcher out there,” Uncle Vinnie said. “What do you think?”

Looking at the teenager on the field, Tony the Little Leaguer said evenly, “I can hit him.”

When he was thirteen, Tony’s Pony League team traveled to a tournament in Newburgh, New York, five hours west of Boston, to play teams from the New York City area. It was not a pleasant cultural exchange. The
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Taller and more confident than most other boys his age, Tony had no trouble standing out among his peers on the East Boston Little League team. Tony, middle back row, is twelve here. (Photo courtesy of the Conigliaro family).

New Yorkers didn’t like the wise-guy Italian Americans from Boston and the Boston team didn’t like the arrogant New Yorkers. For years afterward Tony loved to tell how he surveyed the field and asked a local how far away was the fence in left.

“It’s 340, but don’t worry, none of your guys is going to reach it,” the man replied.

“Oh, yeah?” countered Tony. “Well, I betcha I can hit three out of ten over that fence right now.”

He enlisted a pitcher and smacked four over the fence.

“There is no question in my mind that sounds just like something he would do,” says Magnasco, who played first base on Tony’s Pony League team. “He’d tell you he would do something, and he would do it.”

During one of the boys’ games the Yankees happened to be throttling the Red Sox, and the New Yorkers turned up a radio so the Boston kids could hear it. What really ticked off Tony and his teammates, however, was the brutal heat and the fact they were issued the only rooms in the hotel without air conditioning. To repay management for the stuffy accommodations, Tony supervised the trashing of his room on the way out.
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