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Epigraph

You have enemies? Good. That means you stood up for something, sometime in your life.

—VICTOR HUGO

I’m kinda amazed I wasn’t more amazed.

—KRIS KRISTOFFERSON
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Prologue

One should always be a little improbable.

—OSCAR WILDE

On a breezy June afternoon in 1994, Paris was alive with its usual early-summer buzz surrounding the French Open. Pam, my wife of ten years, and I were in the City of Light to catch the Open after a short but wonderful side trip to Calabria in southern Italy to bring my eighty-three-year-old father back to his hometown of Falerna. It would be his last opportunity to visit his birthplace and reconnect with the eighty-nine-year-old sister who helped raise him after his mother passed away when he was an infant.

Martina Navratilova, Steffi Graf, Pete Sampras, Stefan Edberg, and Boris Becker were the marquee names in world tennis at the time, Graf back to defend her title from the year before. Steffi was synonymous with greatness in tennis and was Adidas’s (my then employer’s) top female athlete.

Earlier that day at Roland-Garros we’d watched Arantxa Sánchez Vicario beat Anke Huber 6–3, 6–2 to advance to the quarterfinals. After the match, we headed back to the venerable Hôtel de Crillon, built in 1758, a half block off the Place de la Concorde.

Around 6:15 that night we summoned the elevator to the fifth floor on our way to join ESPN broadcaster Dick Vitale and his wife, Lorraine, for dinner at a chic little brasserie a block or so from the hotel. We were headed down to the lobby when the elevator bell dinged to announce a stop.

The doors parted and an apparition appeared before our very eyes.

Phil Knight. My ex-boss, sporting the usual Nike cap, no shades, light curls hanging over the collar of his Swoosh-embroidered Nike shirt.

Without acknowledgment, Knight stepped into the cramped lift.

When his eyes met mine, I simply said, “Good evening, Mr. Knight.”

I greeted him as if he wasn’t the force factor behind my sudden, shocking firing three years earlier. As if he wasn’t aware that the FBI and a Portland grand jury investigated me for alleged “corporate espionage.” As if it hadn’t been barely seven months since he didn’t bother  to attend marketing genius Rob Strasser’s funeral in November. Standing beside me, Pam’s eyes widened as she sensed the palpable tension that had altered the air in our confined space.

A person I had worked for, for fourteen of the most innovative, groundbreaking, productive years either of us has ever had, couldn’t muster even a grudging “Hello” or “Good evening” in reply.

Instead, Knight, as if we weren’t even there, turned and faced the front of the car. No gesture, no nod, not a hint of goodwill. I knew he was known to hold grudges; it’s just somehow more affecting when you confront that sobering vibe eighteen inches from your face.

Message received, sir, loud and clear.

The rest of that silent descent was so awkward, weird, and unseemly that even thirty years later I can’t actually find the words to frame the moment. Stunned? Astonished? Both? Ninety surreal seconds that I can still feel now.

“What was that?” was the thrust of our conversation as Pam and I walked the Rue Royale toward the brasserie and dinner with the Vitales.

Later, back at the hotel, I remember feeling unsettled, unable to fall asleep for a couple of hours. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest from time to time, a sort of nervous intensity coursing through my mind—undoubtedly a reaction to the graceless affront hours earlier in the elevator.

Sometime around 3:00 a.m., I got out of bed.

I didn’t realize it at the time, but a medical episode was in progress. I was fifty-four years old and had no idea what was going on, but I was experiencing something that to this day I’ve never talked about publicly and have no recollection of. I’ll leave it to Pam to recount what she witnessed:


In the middle of the night, I opened my eyes and there was Sonny standing at the end of the bed. Even in the low lamplight, there was a vacant, puzzled look in his eyes that told me he did not recognize me. He had gone blank.

I asked him a couple of “Are you okay?” questions, but clearly he was not.

I immediately called the front desk to summon an ambulance. In the frantic twenty minutes that followed, I had to overcome my panic to maintain the illusion of calm and control. The ambulance crew spoke no English and I spoke no French. They began treating Sonny for a suspected heart attack. I was sure it was a stroke, but I couldn’t communicate “stroke” to them. After arriving at the first hospital, a doctor wearing a white smock over a bare chest explained, while smoking a cigarette, his recommended testing protocol. Even in shock, I knew I had to get Sonny out of this place. Our friend Owen, who had arrived to help, quickly made a call to the residence of Robert Louis-Dreyfus, the chairman and CEO of Adidas who had invited us to the Open. The Madame, Robert’s mother, answered the phone and, after hearing Owen’s frantic explanation, advised us to get Sonny to the American Hospital of Paris immediately. Robert made a couple of calls on our behalf, and Sonny arrived at that hospital just before dawn—and remained there for three full days as his memory slowly but steadily edged its way back.



Within a week, my faculties had somehow restored themselves to normal and I felt like my old self. Pam had already arranged for appointments with specialists back home at UCLA before we departed on our twelve-hour flight from France.

The diagnosis: TGA, short for transient global amnesia.

As I would learn, TGA is a rare, sudden-onset temporary episode of complete memory loss—which, I can assure you, leaves nothing in its wake but empty space.

The only lingering question is whether that brief encounter with Mr. Knight after our bitter falling-out is what set off some chain of events that might have caused my TGA episode. Did the shock of the moment trigger it? Was it a coincidence? I honestly don’t know.

What I do know with absolute certainty is it’s the only episode on these pages I cannot recall in full detail and sharp relief.

* * *

IF ONE HAD TO PREDICT the chances of a middle-class kid from a single-stoplight steel town in Western Pennsylvania going on to play what others have generously described as a seminal role in modern sports shoe marketing, record-setting endorsement deals, and a landmark legal decision, the odds would probably be somewhere near . . . zero.

I had always known (or maybe just hoped) my life would revolve around sports, but I had no idea it would morph into the career it became. Then again, as you shall see, the course of my life has been chartered by what I like to call the Theory of Improbability, with improbability as my constant and mercurial companion.

Whether destined or otherwise, strange twists of fate routinely put me at the center of events that changed the world of sports in ways that still resonate today. I was the iconoclast ESPN The Magazine once described as “the man responsible for the most points, rebounds, assists and highlight plays in NBA history” and Sports Illustrated called a “ubiquitous power broker”—achieving a level of recognition and national media renown far beyond anything I could have ever imagined back in Trafford, Pennsylvania, when my greatest ambition was to be a professional baseball player.

To that end, there is no lack of anecdotal information in the zeitgeist referencing my name. A legion of critics and supporters—from 60 Minutes to campus newspapers—have quoted and referenced me and my influence in every medium imaginable. But despite nearly fifty thousand Google links and thousands more quotes, articles, and accolades, including a hit movie (Air) and a documentary (Sole Man), there remains so much more none of them could have known.

Until now.

* * *

AT VARIOUS TIMES I’VE BEEN an athlete, teacher, coach, shoe marketer, lecturer, advocate, broadcaster, sports celebrity, gambler, rock promoter, inventor, and the originator of what were regarded as the premier events in summer basketball. One writer’s lofty description ordained me “the Godfather of Summer Basketball.”

From provocateur to prophet, hero to antihero, my narrative has been framed by others in a patchwork of conflicting themes. I’ve been lauded and vilified, praised and discredited. Anointed “the destroyer and corruptor” of amateur basketball.

As a young man, I spent one weekend after another in stifling gymnasiums coaching grassroots teams and evaluating players. Grassroots is where the seeds are planted, where you get your first glimpse of the athletes to come, where the stars begin to separate themselves. Spending countless days and nights watching waves of talented young athletes putting their skills and competitive fire to the test was the catalyst that led to the first national high school basketball all-star game, which led to Nike, then Nike to Michael Jordan, then Nike to world dominance. Before it was all over, things occurred that changed the entire trajectory of sports and sports marketing. New star-driven creative strategies—“Just Do It”—intensified the behind-the-scenes battles for generational talents like Jordan, Kobe Bryant, and LeBron James, who would leave their imprint on the game and alter the landscape of sponsorships and endorsements. Being in the middle of a good number of those tumultuous battles offered me several careers worth of high-stakes drama, exhilaration, triumphs . . . and occasionally heartbreaking tragedies I still bear the scars of.

Self-aggrandizing prose, however, was not in any way the purpose of writing this book. Rather, my goal was to simply allow the stories and situations to unfold as they occurred—the characters, the risks, the stakes, the Hall of Fame coaches and athletes, inflection points, and the landmark O’Bannon lawsuit—in hopes of capturing the game-changing, life-altering moments in time, direct from the front lines and fierce battles in the Shoe Wars. None of this is revisionist history. None of this is about “settling scores.”

I’ve carefully attempted not to overstate my contributions—nor to understate them, either.

This book is a catharsis and lifelong goal.

It’s finally down on paper.

Only this time, there’s a difference.

This time, it’s told by me. The one person capable of connecting all the dots. And for more than fifty years I’ve been collecting the facts and documents to back up every last word.

That said, this endeavor would be hollow, indeed, if I had failed to acknowledge the thousands of hopeful, tireless, courageous athletes who had the innate talent and grit to believe in themselves and their God-given potential. The most profoundly affecting influence in my life was watching them put themselves on the line in front of their peers and the critical eyes of the biggest coaches in the game in their quest to reach for the golden ring of true greatness.

It was they who had to take advantage of the opportunity, they who had to live up to the performance expectations in that highly judgmental, potentially life-altering spotlight.

My journey from the beginning has been a collaboration in one way or another. Not just with the giant shoe companies of the world, but with those young athletes. They have been the constant throughout the narrative of my working life.

In truth, my story has always been their story, a parallel universe of sorts.

Through all the glorious highs, deflating lows, triumphs, and disappointments, I hope you find the journey as captivating, surprising, improbable—and utterly unimaginable—as I have.
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Backstory: Steel Town Kid

On the clear, crisp Saturday morning of September 23, 1939, a bleary-eyed Natale Vaccaro stood in the middle of First Street in Trafford, Pennsylvania, and raised the barrel of a .32-caliber Colt pistol over his head and fired it three times toward the heavens—blap! blap! blap! He was surrounded by family and friends, many recent immigrants like himself, who cheered and clapped before shepherding him safely back inside, lest one of the small town’s three police officers showed up to cite him for malicious mischief.

Joyous and tearful, twenty-nine-year-old Natale was celebrating the birth of his first child. He and his wife, Margaret, had had a difficult time conceiving. Though it had taken three years, through the grace of God she was finally able to grant her husband his most treasured wish—a son.

John Paul Vincent Vaccaro.

Sonny.

Me.

My father had left Italy at age nineteen in 1929 to join his father, Giovanni, who’d immigrated to America a decade earlier and was working at a steel mill in Gary, Indiana, south of Chicago. Though Natale spoke little English, his father found piecemeal work for him around the mill—sweeping up, knocking scales off hot ingots with a sledgehammer, unloading railcars, and other odd jobs. But at seventy cents an hour, it was less than a living.

Within a few years, Giovanni began making inquiries to matchmakers back in Italy regarding his son. Through a series of handwritten notes that took months to crisscross the Atlantic, he received a formal letter of introduction to Angelo and Josephine Mastroianni, who lived 475 miles southeast in Trafford with their six beautiful daughters. Margaret, who had recently turned twenty-one, was suggested as the most suitable match.

A chaperoned meeting was arranged for the families to introduce Natale and Margaret two weeks later. A nervous Natale, along with his hopeful father, arrived by train to meet the Mastroiannis. Over the course of two days, several meals, and a number of polite encounters, the parents assessed the possibilities. The consensus was that the couple seemed quite compatible, and even infatuated with one another.

The wedding took place in Trafford on June 18, 1936. Seventy-five guests filled the pews at Saint Regis Catholic Church and joined the families for a festive reception in the backyard of the Mastroiannis’ home. Wine flowed, with pan after pan of homemade ravioli, lasagna, sausage and peppers, eggplant parmigiana, cannoli, and other traditional fare all vying for space on the tables. The crowd hugged and laughed as envelopes of cash were discreetly passed to the newlyweds while couples danced the tarantella through the night.

After a honeymoon in Niagara Falls, the newlyweds returned to Trafford, packed up Margaret’s belongings in two trunks, and headed west to begin a new life in Gary, Indiana.

Now a young married man, Natale began to mingle with some of the other émigrés who gathered daily around the factories in search of work to help their families. Someone knew somebody, and he was soon introduced to a lucrative branch of the delivery profession: bootlegged bourbon and gin.

At first Natale began by loading up trucks at night. Later, he rode shotgun on runs. After learning to drive a stick shift, he started making deliveries on his own through the silent, dark highways and dusty back roads of Illinois and Indiana. On one of those night runs, the cops pulled my father over and hauled him off to jail. When they interrogated him, he had nothing to say, because at the time, he really didn’t know who he worked for.

Frustrated by both his broken English and his repetition of “No lo so” (“I don’t know”), the cops finally relented, realizing they’d get nothing from him. Besides, they weren’t after the drivers; they wanted the bosses.

Early the next morning, a local judge slapped Natale with a fine and he was released. Margaret was distraught, and Giovanni was getting concerned that his son might be risking deportation if he got in too deep with local elements on the wrong side of the law. The notion was raised, to the delight of his homesick wife, that they move back to Trafford.

The following day, a gentleman in a finely tailored suit and expensive polished shoes showed up at their—let’s charitably say—“modest” apartment in Gary. He expressed his appreciation that Natale had shown discretion, praised him as a “stand-up guy,” and handed over a basket of food. The gentleman then shook Natale’s hand and disappeared as quickly as he had arrived. Tucked inside the basket was an envelope with $150 in cash.

That money financed their move back home to Pennsylvania. Arrangements were made for my parents to reside in a small apartment, where another family member had previously lived and where yours truly was ultimately conceived. My mother was ecstatic to return to her family and friends, and relieved to put my father’s foray into the “delivery” business behind them. By all accounts, it appears he may have worked for the guys who took over Al Capone’s territory after the infamous mob boss went to prison in 1931. But who could say for sure?

And so ended Natale’s entanglements with the wrong side of the law. Well, except for gambling, which he indulged in with great skill and even greater pleasure throughout his life.

* * *

TRAFFORD, PENNSYLVANIA, IN THE FORTIES and fifties was the kind of town you might see depicted in a Norman Rockwell painting or portrayed in a Frank Capra film starring Jimmy Stewart. The buildings lining its streets had the feel of a movie set come to life. Here was the post office, down the block was the hotel. A water tower, the train station, the school, the mills farther down the road, mom-and-pop stores, an enormous factory, a gas station at the main intersection, and a church—several churches, in fact. Up the hill, there was a sprawling park with a bright-green, neatly trimmed lawn, swings and seesaws in constant motion. Mothers and grandmothers leaned out windows calling their children and grandchildren to dinner; men laughed loudly in the streets, some still in filthy coveralls from the toil of a long shift at the mill. Trafford: the quintessential Currier and Ives image of small-town America.

My world unfolded predominantly in a three-square-mile area. There were eight streets going in one direction and six avenues intersecting them. Cavitt Avenue and Brinton Avenue were the two main arteries. A few blocks away sat the old railroad bridge, next to which were the 120 steep concrete steps leading down to the huge Westinghouse Foundry, which employed hundreds of our neighbors, including a fair number of my relatives.

Two hills dominated the landscape, with beautiful tree-lined streets running up to the top and down the other side of the largest. Falling leaves or spring blossoms defined the change of seasons. In winter, Trafford symbolized a picture postcard sprung to life. When snow fell, we’d slog up Short Street and fly downhill over ice and snow on a sled, cardboard box, or garbage can lid.

An ethnically diverse town, Trafford was populated by Italians, Poles, Czechs, Serbs, African Americans, and the Irish, a melting pot of nationalities and ethnicities who flocked to the Alleghenies to pour their energy into the grinding daily routine, drawn to solid and secure factory jobs, anxious to build their futures on the promise of the American Dream.

The workforce, hardy and full of resolve, were the living, breathing round-the-clock engines of America’s transition into an industrial power. My father and uncles were pistons in that engine. With World War II raging on two fronts, our steel mills, coal mines, and the Westinghouse Foundry were in full swing to support the war effort. The railroad ran throughout the day, transporting workers and raw materials back and forth from Pittsburgh, seventeen miles away.

In my earliest years, six of my uncles were away at war. Foremost in everyone’s mind was my uncle Jimmy Mastroianni, who had been captured around 1944 and was a prisoner of war. The family kept him in their thoughts and prayers, hoping we hadn’t seen him for the last time, and thank God, at the end of the war he returned home to the great relief, hugs, and endless tears of his mother and nine siblings. “Grazie a Dio” they repeated over and over again. “Thank God.”

My father’s entire working life was spent at the Duquesne and Homestead mills on the Monongahela River near McKeesport, twenty miles south of Trafford. He sat at the controls of one of the rotating monster cranes that, day after day, twenty-four hours a day, pivoted side to side, swinging huge cauldrons of red-orange molten steel into position to pour it into forming molds, one ton at a time. His job was considered so critical to the war effort that it earned him a deferment from the military. At various times during his forty-three years in the mills, my father worked one of three shifts: 7:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m., 3:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m., or 11:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. The ten-second howl of a huge steam whistle that could be heard all over town rang out three times a day to signal each shift change.

Then there was Margaret. Everyone loved my mother, the kindest, most giving person I and many others have ever known. Always she fed, fed, fed, and gave, gave, gave—to my friends, to the neighbors, to relatives, and to visitors. She opened her home and her heart to make everyone feel welcome, regardless of who you were or where you came from.

My mother was a housewife until my younger brother Jimmy reached junior high in 1958, which is when she entered the workforce. She started as a saleswoman at the Pink and Blue women’s and children’s shop on Cavitt Avenue, before moving up to assistant manager. Later, she became a buyer and manager at Gimbels in Pittsburgh, making her one of the top female employees at the store. She’d ride the bus twenty or so miles each way to Sixth Avenue downtown five days a week. With two incomes, our family built a comfortable, sustainable middle-class life, and I never wanted for anything, except perhaps my own car.

As far as jobs, I was industrious enough to scrape together a buck or two here and there, doing the kind of odd jobs often left to kids. I’d sell evening newspapers after school at the bottom of the steps by the Westinghouse plant. Sometimes I would help my friend Pat DiCesare and his father peddle fresh fruit off the back of their farm truck. In the fall, I’d rake leaves to earn a shiny “Walking Liberty” fifty-cent piece.

In 1947, when I was eight, we moved next door to the DiCesares on Fourth Street. My best friends then were Pat, who was my age, and Joey Schopp, a year older. Pat and I were like brothers, and his older brothers and sisters were like aunts and uncles to me.

I always thought of Joey, with his Steve McQueen swagger and cool James Dean hair, as a real rebel. When we were teenagers, he had a Triumph motorcycle, which we’d tear down the streets on, the muffler torqued up to be heard blocks away. Joey was supremely confident and utterly irresistible to girls. Whenever we’d go to the local clubs—the Peppermint Lounge or the Burke Glen Ballroom—Joey always got the prettiest girl and I’d usually end up dancing with one of her friends.

As kids, our main hangout was Weyandt’s, a classic forties or fifties Happy Days drugstore. The soda fountain was set in chrome with stainless-steel dispensers, highlighted by a line of nickel-a-tune jukeboxes spaced out along the counter, end to end. Booths, upholstered in red vinyl, were in a single row opposite the stools. We crowded the long counter and spun on the stools, drinking cherry or lime Cokes or malts, or splitting fudge sundaes with each other. They sold a chocolate-covered ice-cream bar on a stick called “Lightning Jims” that were a mandatory treat several times a week.

* * *

LONG BEFORE I TOSSED MY first nickel against a curb, gambling was a social ritual for most of the immigrant families—and not limited to just men. Women enjoyed the diversion and camaraderie as much as men did. The fact that it was illegal deterred no one. Almost everyone gambled. The police couldn’t arrest and charge virtually an entire town.

Entrepreneurs in those days were more than happy to provide thousands of steel and railroad workers with the requisite diversions. In the center of town, within a three- or four-block radius, there must have been at least ten or twelve bars, beer gardens, pool halls, and poker joints with names like Louie’s, Pinocle’s, Grande Beer Garden, Mixie’s, and Dom & Apie’s.

All over Trafford, there were poker games, gin games, and pinochle played in living rooms and ethnic social clubs—Italian, Polish, Serbian—or behind fake walls in the basements of bars and homes. At Sunday picnics in the town park, card games happened every weekend from late spring through summer.

From the time I began shooting marbles with my buddies, trying to win their purple swirlies or cat’s-eye shooters, I was drawn to almost any game of chance. I found gambling to be every bit as competitive as sports—exhilarating, mentally challenging, a pipeline to a network of great friends—and, later, a secondary income stream.

My dad would tow me along with him to card games at the homes of relatives or friends, usually within walking distance from our apartment. A little fireball of energy, my aunts would often chide me to “go sit” when I became too obtrusive and my running around interrupted their poker games. They would exile me to the couch to color with crayons or read children’s books or watch black-and-white television with my cousins. This was about the time TVs—Philco, Westinghouse, Admiral, RCA, Motorola—started showing up in living rooms across America, replacing the old radio consoles and Victrolas of the day. Watching Arthur Godfrey, Milton Berle, Gunsmoke, and Bonanza kept me occupied while the grown-ups ate lasagna, sipped homemade wine, and played poker long into the night under a bright crystal and gold chandelier at the dining room table.

By the time I was twelve or thirteen, my dad began to let me watch the games over his shoulder. Arms folded, leaning on the back of his chair, watching the cards he was dealt, watching the faces around the table. Unbeknownst to me then, those gatherings served as an invaluable informal education that years later proved pivotal in sizing people up in matters far more weighty than a neighborhood poker game.

I remember one evening in my early teens, my mom sent me to the smoke shop to summon my dad away from a poker game to come home for dinner. When I walked in, he was in the middle of a game with some local regulars. One of the players—a man named Buitti—was widely known around town as a cheat. On our way back home, I asked my dad, “Why do you allow Buitti in the game? Everyone knows he cheats.” My father’s answer remains with me to this day: “It’s because I know he cheats that I can play with him. He can’t fool me.” Those words would resonate with me throughout my life. Simply put, if I know who’s in the game—their character, their ethos, their integrity—the better I can play the game.

Even though mob guys ran many of the gambling enterprises throughout the state, it wasn’t thought of as some nefarious, shameful occupation. Gambling and gaming were as commonplace as going to work or church—an intrinsic part of the social fabric of blue-collar working families all through the East. Most towns had a “numbers guy,” who took your quarters or loose-change bets to win based on the last three numbers of the stock market close or the finishing order of the horses at a track in New York. The game itself was called “the numbers,” the “daily number,” or the “Italian lottery.” A runner would take the betting slips to the local bars, which were home base for the game. The odds were long—around a thousand to one—but the payoff was 600 to 1, still a handsome payday for the winner. Every morning, people religiously checked the stock market or sports page to see whether or not they had that winning three- or four-digit combination.

Marbles was perhaps my first habitual dabbling in gambling. At the schoolyard, we’d draw a circle in the dirt with a twig, remove the rocks and pebbles, toss five or ten target marbles in the circle, and begin. You had a favorite “shooter” marble that you’d use to knock the opponent’s marbles outside the circle. You’d keep shooting until you failed to knock the other guy’s marble outside the perimeter. Then it was the next guy’s turn. You kept the marbles you knocked outside the ring. A dead-eye aim, a strong thumb, and a big shooter were the top three prerequisites.

Somewhere along the way, marbles gave way to “pitching pennies” or nickels against curbs or the side of a building—my first recollection of actual money entering the picture. Winning depended on whose coin landed closest to the curb or wall. If you could land your coin on top of the closest coin, then you would win, even if the other guy’s coin was technically closer to the curb.

Next to my participation in baseball, football, and basketball, gambling—poker in particular—was one of the great educational pursuits of my life.

* * *

IN A PREVIEW OF THINGS to come, I was a hyperkinetic dynamo of spring-loaded energy, always bouncing from one activity to another. Whether in sports, playing marbles, or running down to the market for my aunts, I just naturally revved at higher RPMs. That excess energy found the perfect outlet in sports—nothing less than the North Star in my childhood.

I’d spend hours tossing a ball against the wall on the side of my nana’s house, fielding the rebounds, pretending to turn a double play or throw someone out at the plate. Sometimes I’d make it careen off the bricks, sending it over my head so I could turn and make a spectacular catch, á la Willie Mays. On other days, I’d throw footballs up in a high arc and scamper to make the winning touchdown catch in an imaginary Notre Dame game.

Around the neighborhood, we played one game or another anywhere and everywhere we could—in vacant lots, on the street, or sidestepping cow patties in one of the nearby pastures. Stickball, baseball, football, dodgeball, you name it, our group against your group. Seventh Street versus Fifth Street. A victory against one of the other blocks offered a swagger bonus and bragging rights.

Though neither of my parents was athletically inclined, I was somehow born with gifts that most above-average athletes share: quickness, energy, competitiveness, and a feel for the game. I parlayed those skills to excel in both baseball and football.

I was easily among the fastest pure runners in Trafford. One year I ran a one-hundred-yard dash against a kid named Red Mack, who went on to become a great football player at Notre Dame, finishing his short pro career with the Steelers and Eagles. Red was the only kid who ever beat me in a race during my high school days.

My dad was a big fan of my athletic exploits, but more as a spectator than a participant. Uncle Jimmy took on the surrogate role as my sports mentor. He and Uncle Vic were the ones who stoked, encouraged, and supported my interest in sports. When I was a kid, they took me to watch the Pittsburgh Pirates at Forbes Field. I loved those breezy summer afternoons in the stands, eating peanuts and watching my Major League heroes like Roberto Clemente, Dick Groat, Elroy Face, and Bill Mazeroski.

Uncle Jimmy ran a coal delivery business and later became Trafford’s police chief. He was a terrific baseball player as well and served as a player-coach for a local team. From the time I was nine or ten, I would tag along when they played sandlot teams from around the area. I’d be the batboy and shag balls at practice. Observing how I loved swinging a bat when I wasn’t much taller than the bat itself, Uncle Jimmy began coaching me, taking time to teach me the game. After games and practices, he’d stick around and hit one grounder after another and have me throw strikes across the diamond to first base. He taught me how to hit, turn a double play, round bases, steal bases, and slide.

“Hey, kiddo, bend your knees a little more,” he’d say. “Lower your elbow. Keep the bat like this. Be patient, you don’t have to swing at every pitch.”

By the time I was eleven, he would pitch to me like I was an adult. It was frustrating at first, but once I started making contact, I was hitting as well as kids much older than me. I’d come home from these coaching sessions, my pants and jersey practically caked in dirt. I can’t tell you how many times my mom said, “Tell Uncle Jimmy to stop making you slide, you’re tracking up the house! Take those off now!”

My childhood dream was to make a living in a sport I loved. I wanted to take my place among the great Italian baseball icons of that era: the DiMaggios (Joe and Dom), Phil Rizzuto, Yogi Berra, Bobby Del Greco, and the Lombardis.

Playing sports was a year-round pursuit. Baseball was my best sport, football a close second. I played shortstop and second base during both the ten-game high school season and the summer prep league schedule. I was a halfback on the midget and high school football teams. At fourteen, in a Midget League football game, I suffered my first serious injury. Rushing in to block a punt, I missed the ball and got kicked in the head, full force. I was knocked out cold. Diagnosis: a serious concussion.

Uncle Jimmy and the doctor kept me on the sidelines the following two seasons. I wasn’t allowed to play football until my junior year in high school. Then I was appointed team captain—a role I was honored to accept.

* * *

LIFE WASN’T ALL ATHLETICS, of course, but in my mind schoolwork seemed somehow a meddlesome intrusion. Compared to the fun and competitiveness of sports, high school classes bored and stifled me. I enjoyed the camaraderie of my friends, but the curriculum itself proved a burden. Having to sit quietly, confined to a desk for six periods a day, paled next to the kinetic energy of sports.

The term ADHD didn’t exist then, but I certainly had some of the symptoms. I bristled at the confines of school and, looking back, was never academically inclined. I took mandatory algebra, geography, and Latin. Anything else was just to get me through school, like woodshop, physical education, and music. I never challenged myself mentally and couldn’t conceive of any life-altering consequences that could come from not mastering Latin. The results were predictable. My grades languished at the wrong end of the bell curve and I graduated third from the bottom of my class.

In general, I don’t believe teachers are particularly amenable to students like me: a motormouthed extrovert and disruptor who managed to underachieve academically. Whichever gene pairing produces hyperverbosity was operational in me from the moment my language skills emerged. I liked cracking jokes while teachers were trying to teach. This didn’t exactly endear me to the staff.

The lone exception was a guidance counselor by the name of Mrs. Alice Giglio (“Gee-lee-oh”), a kindhearted woman who ended up having a profound impact on my life.

Few people are as perfectly matched to their occupations as Mrs. Giglio, whose office was on the second floor of Trafford High. Compassionate and approachable, she had a way of asking questions that helped you understand and deal with whatever the issue of the moment was, including your plans for the future.

Though I don’t use the word often, Mrs. Giglio was fastidious. She would dress for school with the same deliberation as one might to go out to a nice restaurant or church. Her perfect makeup and bouffant hairdo weren’t to show off, but were rather a natural reflection of her assured, quiet elegance. In her dignified way she recognized something in me that I hadn’t thought of as exceptional. She made me aware there was a path to success that wasn’t dependent on my athletic ability alone.

As the captain of the football team (and because of my outsize personality), I was the go-to guy to deliver the “rah-rah” school spirit speeches on Friday afternoons in front of the students, cheerleaders, faculty, and band. I had none of the adolescent self-consciousness or timidity that many kids have when they get before an audience or group. While I’ve never considered being a politician, I’d have made a helluva campaigner.

In addition to those speeches, there was a long-standing tradition whereby the captain of each school’s football team would speak at the opposing school’s pep rally. The final week in our football season, the captain of the Pitcairn Railroaders football team up the road came to speak at our pep rally, and I went to speak at our archrival’s gym.

I can’t remember the topic from six decades ago, but my sense is I probably spoke to the effort both teams would make, our long-standing rivalry, and the indomitable spirit of both student bodies.

Whatever I said, I got my first standing O.

The next afternoon, on a typical crisp Saturday in November, the Trafford Tomahawks ended up in a 6–6 tie with Pitcairn.

Spirits were still high at our weekly post-football dance in the gym that evening. The hundred or so students were still feeling the excitement of our reasonably successful football season. One of the coaches took the microphone to cap the year. He ended his brief speech by talking about how proud he was of the team’s efforts. Then, he brought me up on the stage. “Now our team captain will give us a few words. That would be a first, wouldn’t it?” he joked. “Sonny, come on up.”

Before the “last dance” began, I spoke on behalf of the senior athletes who ended their high school football careers that day. It was also the end of my high school football days and, though I choked up once or twice, the climax was rousing, a worthy appreciation of the football team’s noble efforts in our last season together.

Which circles us back to Mrs. Giglio.

As one of the chaperones at the festivities, she was positioned stage right. As the dance continued, she called me over. She called me Sonny. Most of the teachers called me John.

Though I always admired her as one of the best people in the Trafford High hierarchy, I might have spoken to her only once or twice a semester. Elvis Presley’s “Jailhouse Rock” was playing through speakers, and kids were dancing when Mrs. Giglio leaned down to speak.

“That was quite a moving speech, young man,” she began. “I have to tell you that I’ve heard you speak a few times this year and your ability is really quite remarkable. You have a gift. You should really think about going to college.”

Given my academic deficiencies, that stopped me in my tracks.

“No one in my family has ever been to college . . .”

“That doesn’t mean you can’t be the first. I want you to consider it. Seriously. I’ll write a letter to whichever school you’re interested in.”

For the first time in my young life, Sonny Vaccaro was at a loss for words. This wasn’t a coach telling me “good job” after a thirty-yard first-down run. This was someone who thought I could succeed in college on factors other than my athletic ability.

Speaking over the blaring music, I said to Mrs. Giglio, “First, thank you for the compliment, but I don’t know if college is a good fit. I don’t think my study habits are going to improve much by next year . . . and I’ve got a chance at a Minor League contract with the Pirates to play baseball.”

(In both 1956 and ’57 I had caught the attention of a Pittsburgh Pirates scout named Lenny Levy, who invited me to the Pirates’ tryouts. At one of these I worked out under the watchful eye of manager Danny Murtaugh and Hall of Fame third baseman Pie Traynor. Mr. Levy offered me a Minor League contract that was quite generous in those days: $3,000 to play with the Bristol Twins in the Class D Appalachian League over in Virginia.)

“Sonny, that’s wonderful! I didn’t know. Congratulations!” Mrs. Giglio said. “It’s still many months till graduation. You’ve got time to think about it. You let me know how that works out. If you change your mind, I’ll still be here.

“Enjoy the dance,” she added, then returned to her chaperoning duties.

I wanted to hug her but managed to suppress the instinct. Mrs. Giglio’s compliment—and the confidence she’d shown in me—was one of the most inspiring moments of my young life. She had confirmed, to me at least, that I had potential that might take me places far beyond a diamond, the gridiron—or a steel mill job.

* * *

ON A FREEZING NOVEMBER FRIDAY afternoon in 1956, I remember running down the block over an icy sidewalk to Jack Praisner’s newsstand to get the local paper. I’d been singled out in the sports section a couple of times that season, but after a painful back injury sustained in the Sewickley Township game—two chipped vertebrae—I gutted out the remaining five games plagued by pain. I wanted to see if the excruciating effort was worth it—whether I’d made the All-WPIAL (Western Pennsylvania Interscholastic Athletic League) team.

Paper in hand, I ran back home, then quickly turned to the inside spread of the sports pages and ran my finger down a column of tiny print under a small headline, “WPIAL All-Stars Announced.” My mom could hear my joyous “Whoopee!” all the way in the kitchen. There it was, emblazoned in a list for all eternity (along with the other WPIAL All-Stars): John Vaccaro—halfback—Trafford HS. That single line of six-point type was the proudest moment of my life to that point. Despite us not making the playoffs, the colleges had still noticed me.

That mention in the paper secured me a scholarship offer from head coach Blanton Collier at the University of Kentucky, a few hundred miles southwest of Trafford in Lexington. Collier was famous for leading a program that had risen to prominence in the early fifties on the arm of Babe Parilli, an Italian quarterback from Pennsylvania who was one of my idols. Collier later went on to coach the Cleveland Browns. That Parilli connection made Kentucky my first choice, and I passed on the other scholarship offers from West Virginia University and Youngstown University.

Having offers to play Minor League baseball or accept a football scholarship put me in an enviable position as a senior with his whole life in front of him. But it also placed the weight of a life-altering decision on my shoulders: I could either be the first in the Vaccaro-Mastroianni universe to go to college or take the lucrative signing bonus and play Minor League baseball.

I agonized for over a month with my dad and Uncle Jimmy, as well as my friends Pat and Joey. In the end, the University of Kentucky won the day. I was headed to a four-year college on a full scholarship.

Or so I thought.
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Ticket Out of Trafford

One of the traits that would later define me emerged between my freshman and sophomore years at college. Nothing roiled me more than hypocritical phonies, false prophets, and entrenched power structures that lacked accountability and often displayed a certain disdain for opposing viewpoints, fairness, and equality. That’s not quite how I would have put it back then, but those sentiments are the triggers that have always incited me to say something.

Even as a kid, I could never seem to turn the other cheek. By temperament and conviction, I came to abhor injustice and abuse under the color of authority. My contempt for gross miscarriages of justice may simply be a natural facet of my personality, but it was certainly reinforced by an incident that occurred when I was between semesters in college and working a summer job with the city of Trafford running summer events and overseeing sports activities at the town park and central playground adjoining Trafford High.

The town was preparing to hold its annual picnic, and I needed some benches and chairs for seating. Knowing that Saint Regis had a large inventory, I went there with a kid named Bobby, who happened to be “not of the faith,” to see whether we’d be able to borrow a few for the day. Father Gillen flatly denied my request. Taken aback at both the “No” and the tone, I asked why, probably with a miffed look on my face. Nodding toward my Protestant sidekick, he said, “Your friend here doesn’t go to our church. The benches are for our Catholic parishioners, John. We can’t make them available to everyone.”

“But I thought the church was here to help people. Isn’t helping people what the church is all about?”

“Yes, John, it is. We do that every day,” he responded with an edge of annoyance in his voice.

“Well, these benches are for the whole town,” I pleaded. “I only need them for the day. We’ll clean ’em up and bring ’em back after the picnic.”

“I’m sorry, John.”

At that point the venerable priest and I got into a rather—how should I put it?—spirited back-and-forth, and I told him that his decision was, if nothing else, uncharitable.

“That’s just wrong” burst out of my mouth. “Let’s get outta here, Bobby.”

By the time I got home that night, word of our confrontation had spread across town. My entire family was devoutly religious, and they revered Father Gillen. Even so, my dad wanted to hear my side of the story. I explained exactly what happened and how I felt about it. Wasn’t the church supposed to help folks? I wasn’t being mean or an idiot, but I had talked back to the priest. My defiance grew from a sense of injustice, which always seemed to trigger a surge of rebellion in me.

“You believe he’s wrong, son?”

“He is wrong, Dad.”

“I believe you.”

This wouldn’t be the last time I witnessed supposedly respected authority figures behaving in a manner contrary to their principles, mission, and vows. And it helped immensely to get my father’s validation.

That said, I never did get the church benches or seats. And Father Gillen never changed his mind.

* * *

MY COLLEGIATE FOOTBALL CAREER BEGAN in 1957—not as I had anticipated at the University of Kentucky, but rather at Reedley College, a two-year community college twenty-five miles southeast of Fresno in California’s heat-soaked San Joaquin Valley. In the middle of “America’s breadbasket,” surrounded by miles and miles of peach and lemon orchards, lettuce fields, and broccoli farms, my school colors became orange and black, my jersey number 27. I was the starting halfback for the Reedley Tigers.

Coach Collier had “farmed me out”—literally—to Reedley because of my sketchy transcripts; I needed to make better grades in junior college to be eligible to play at UK. Together with Jimmy Culliver and Joey Drakulic, two other Trafford High football players, I boarded an airplane for the first time in my life and flew to San Francisco, then hopped on a Greyhound bus headed south on Highway 99 to Fresno.

At the Greyhound station we were picked up by an assistant coach and taken to a small apartment in Reedley. It was the first time I had the realization I was a minority athlete. The Reedley Tigers football roster was made up of mostly Hispanic and Japanese players. The quarterback was Danny Villanueva, a talented Mexican American who went on to become a kicker with the Dallas Cowboys and Los Angeles Rams.

Our team was excellent, led by Villanueva and Larry Iwasaki, a running back and our best player.

That season, I won Player of the Week recognition one time, then in the eighth or ninth game, I reinjured my back. My last carry as a junior college football player took place in Reedley’s end-of-season bowl game in 1958.

This time, there would be no comeback. Reedley head coach Jack Morris called from the West Coast to inform Coach Collier back in Lexington that I was beyond repair. In response, Kentucky rescinded my scholarship.

I was 2,500 miles from home, hobbled by injury, and out of a scholarship. Damaged goods. A nineteen-year-old facing a very uncertain future.

In desperation, I reached out to a guardian angel. I asked Mrs. Giglio if she would mind if we revisited her promise to provide that letter of recommendation—a last-ditch effort to reactivate a football scholarship I’d previously been offered at Youngstown University (soon to be Youngstown State University) in nearby Ohio. She said she’d be delighted to.

I’ll never forget the way her letter began: “John ‘Sonny’ Vaccaro lives on a tree-lined street in a small Western Pennsylvania town called Trafford, where most of the people work either at Westinghouse, in the coal mines, or the steel mills. Sonny has the ability to reach people and communicate to them as well as any student I’ve ever had in Trafford High School.”

And with that recommendation, the next chapter in my life began.

“Yeah, John Vaccaro, I remember you,” longtime head coach Dike Beede told me. “I’ll put in the paperwork. I can always use a quick halfback.”

That golden opportunity soon disappeared. At football practice one humid August morning I pushed my ailing back one play too far. I was barely a shadow of the player I’d been a year and a half earlier. My quickness was gone, my speed a distant memory. I never played a down of varsity football. Again, in the midst of another setback, an improbable break came my way—a lifeline.

Dom Rosselli, an assistant football coach at Youngstown who also served as the head basketball and baseball coach, was somehow amused by my personality and enthusiasm. “There’s something about you that’s contagious,” I remember him saying.

“You think you can help me get some players, Vaccaro?”

He always called me Vaccaro.

“Football, baseball, or basketball?” I asked.

“Basketball, from your area in Pennsylvania, Pittsburgh.”

“Hell, yes, Coach.”

That’s when Coach Rosselli offered to keep me on scholarship. In basketball recruiting. Holding on to that scholarship felt like my life had been saved. I knew I’d be able to finish college.

So with that miraculous stroke of luck, I went from the ranks of the recruited to helping sign recruits—as a traveling recruiting assistant for Western Pennsylvania and parts of Ohio. Getting players for Coach Rosselli was my introduction to the world of young basketball talent and their parents. Beginning in ’59, during spring break and all summer long, when the high school season had ended, I’d assemble a team—something of a local all-star team of skinny, athletic young kids in their Converse or Pro-Keds, most meeting for the first time. With tall kids who barely fit in the back seat and an assistant coach tagging along, we’d drive to tournaments in towns like Steubenville and Youngstown in Ohio, or Braddock, Sharon, and Oakland in Pennsylvania. To help defray travel costs, I picked up some sponsorship money from Mr. Minto, the local milkman, and formed the Trafford Mintos in his honor. These tournaments were played in sweltering gyms: a local high school or Salvation Army or Jewish center outposts. No air-conditioning, unbearable humidity, but those creaky bleachers were still jam-packed with fans.

Every summer, talented teams would roll in from New York, Chicago, DC, or Philly, allowing me to get to know quite a few coaches from those cities—and players like Bob Lanier and Connie Hawkins, who went on to become NBA superstars.

The high point of my Mintos summer tournament days: One of my teams won the Hoyle Tournament in Sharon. It was such a joy to see those kids celebrate—how much it meant to them to prove to themselves that, at least for that weekend, they were the undisputed best. That was the essence of the kids’ experiences I later witnessed at hundreds of other tournaments—the chance and desire to show your peers just how good you were.

As I expanded my world of recruiting throughout Ohio, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia, another revelation struck me. Right from the start I seemed to have the ability to connect and communicate with young athletes, and coach them with a good bit of success. In the process, I’d do my damnedest to get them to put Youngstown on their college short list and make an on-campus visit where I could introduce them and their parents to Coach Dom. I was all of twenty years old.

I took recruiting damn seriously. I’d travel to the high school games in Pittsburgh and McKeesport and Turtle Creek. I’d scour the Pittsburgh papers, learning who the budding stars were at the high schools. I knew the top local coaches. I’d go visit kids’ homes and convince six to eight a season to play for my tournament teams. Before long I came to realize I had a gift for finding and attracting players. I related very well to the kids and could speak to their parents with assurance and authority, though I was barely older than their sons.

For Coach Rosselli, I managed to come through with some terrific players like Jim Himmelwright, Fred “Red” Jones, and David Culliver, who became one of the top scorers in Youngstown history, and others who made
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