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			I’d like to thank God for everything in my life and for the many blessings that have been bestowed on me and my family. I pray for the strength to be a better man, and I pray for all of us. I dedicate this book to my mom and dad, along with all my family and friends and everyone else along the way who inspired me.
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				Mom and Dad Gave Us Our Strength

			
			I was raised to give everyone a chance. Or at least to try. My parents taught us to keep our eyes open and to trust our feelings about people. If you did that, you could trust that person enough to let them show you who they are. You might end up being disappointed, but more often than not, you would see the good in people. That core conviction has turned into a lifelong philosophy of mine. The Devil might show up to lead some people astray, but most people have a lot of good in them, so why not look for the good?

			Mom and Dad were both strong personalities. They gave me a strong moral foundation. From the time I could first crawl, my parents made sure to build up in me a sense of responsibility and a sense of possibility. I was the oldest of five, and my younger siblings and I would know the difference between right and wrong. My dad instilled tremendous common sense into me from an early age, and my mom always wanted to expose me to book-learning and intelligence, which I associated with her side of the family. It was a basic contrast between the two of them. I’m a combination of both. Thanks to Mom, all of us siblings would take our educations as far as we could. The emphasis on education came from my mom, but my dad was the enforcer. Dad led by example. He encouraged us to always be aware of our surroundings and be ready for whatever came along.

			We were raised to be open to life and open to people—to what Dr. King called “the content of their character.” Here’s the thing about growing up Black in America: You have to see more. You have to notice more. You have to think more about getting along with white people than they ever have to think about getting along with you. There’s no sense being bitter or angry about that. It’s just reality.

			Every time you meet someone new, it represents a crossroads. To set aside your fears and your self-doubt, to shut down your overactive mind that sometimes throws too many thoughts at you—that can be challenging. Do I keep my heart open to that person? Do I trust in my faith in God and my faith in the basic good in people? Do I keep looking out at the world with the spirit of a child? I’m still working on that.
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			I was born Johnnie B. Baker Jr. in June 1949, four years after World War II. I look back now and see that if I hadn’t been raised the way I was, if I hadn’t been taught by both parents to be responsible, I probably would have wound up in trouble later in life. I came of age in the 1960s, when the Vietnam War was raging and tearing the country apart. You had the Civil Rights Movement and then the Black Power Movement, hippies, and free love. It was a confusing but beautiful time all at once.

			We hosted National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) meetings at our house, usually about twenty-five or thirty people, a few white or Mexican American but mostly Black. My dad built that house with a big picture window in the living room, where everyone gathered on Saturday evening, since both my parents worked all week and Sunday was reserved for church activities. I was in the Junior NAACP from the time I was twelve or so, and I listened closely when my mom talked about the importance of voting. I learned young about the unfairness of hiring practices and discrepancies in pay structure, and how there was no governing body to which one could appeal. I first realized in those years that some racism can be triggered by your parents’ economic success. I found out that before the Black Power Movement came along and united us, there was a separation of dark skin and light skin within our race. I only made one all-star team in youth baseball, when I was twelve, and never made another one until I got to the big leagues. But I noticed kids making that all-star team who just happened to have the same last name as the sponsor on the back of their uniform. The world was not always fair.

			My parents were always trying to find a way to help me see and know more. As the firstborn, I was forced to notice more because I was subjected to more, and more was asked of me. At the time, I didn’t always take too kindly to that. Usually I just wanted to forget myself playing outside, which was how I came to be called “Dusty.”

			In my family, there was only one Johnnie B., and that was my dad. He never let anybody call me “Junior.” There was a dispute in the family over who first gave me my name. My dad would say he did, but my mom and her sister, my Aunt Loreena, were just sure it was one of them.

			Loreena was my cool aunt. She was my mom’s older sister, and she taught me a lot. I learned from her about forgiveness. She gave me books to read and opened me up to spiritual things that went way beyond what I learned as a junior deacon in church. My Aunt Loreena was my spiritual leader. She was an entertainer, lived in Oakland, and always drove a big new Lincoln or Cadillac. When I was old enough, she let me drive her car and cruise around with my buddies. Aunt Loreena said she first gave me the name “Dusty,” and I wasn’t going to argue. I was always out in the yard playing and couldn’t keep my clothes clean for more than half an hour.

			But my mom said she was the one to give me the name. She claimed she started calling me “Dusty” because I used to like to eat dirt. She said dirt-eating ran in the family. She had an aunt who also liked to eat dirt, she insisted. Something about the elements, iron or whatever else, which the body needed for nutrition. “Boy, what you doing eating dirt?” my mom would cry out into the yard. My mom was a very intelligent woman who spoke with clarity and precision and would later serve as my agent in early negotiations with the Atlanta Braves. Hear me when I say ain’t no way I’m challenging her word on that—and I put it that way knowing full well how much my mom hated the word “ain’t.”

			I grew up in the small city of Riverside, California, which doubled in size from 50,000 to 100,000 when I was still a kid, but I was raised country all the way. My dad would not have had it any other way. That was how he had been raised back in Florida, and what was good for him was good for us. We might as well have been living in the South, like my dad as a boy. We had a chicken coop, and it was my job to collect the eggs most mornings—and ever since I dropped one, I can’t eat eggs over easy with yolk running all over. We hunted and we fished, and we did both to put food on the table. My dad could flat-out shoot. He would pull out his single-shot shotgun and empty a chamber at a rabbit or bird and then load that thing up again, all as fast as you could fire an automatic. He could shoot, but he couldn’t run, not with that bad leg of his. So I was his hunting dog. Dad shot the birds and I went and got them. It was a good way to learn. If you think like a hunting dog, you’re always going to have an edge as a hunter. That turned me into a lifelong hunter, the way that gardening and tending our fruit trees as a boy inspired in me a lifelong passion. Anytime I’m at home in Sacramento, I love to work in my garden and tend to my fruit trees.

			You look back at your childhood and ask yourself questions about how you turned out. Was I always destined to become me? From the time I was a baby? Or was I shaped by my environment to grow up into the man I would become? I was very fortunate to have the parents I did and to grow up where I did, an hour east of L.A., where at the time we had total integration, in sports and in school, Blacks and whites and Mexicans and Asians.

			I was raised in the church, and that was where I was instilled with my fundamentals and my outlook on life that shaped the man I am today. I can thank the church for steering me away from the pool hall. In fact, to this day, I have never learned to shoot pool, because the pool hall was right across the street from Park Avenue Baptist Church. I knew I better not dare to be caught coming out of that pool hall. Someone was always watching. They would tell on you in a heartbeat. They would reprimand you and send you home, and then you’d get a whipping. You were reminded to never embarrass the family name. Consequently, very few of us got into any kind of trouble. That was the epitome of a village raising a child, Neighborhood Watch in the true sense, before Neighborhood Watch ever existed.

			We always ate as a family and said grace every night when we sat down to dinner. On Sundays, we went to church all day. I was a junior deacon and my dad was a deacon. I also sang in the junior choir, and my mom and dad were both in the choir. Sunday school started at nine-thirty a.m., then you had the regular service from eleven a.m. to one p.m., then you went home to eat lunch as a family and play ball out in the yard and eat dinner. We went back to church at night for Baptist Training Union, which was where I played piano recitals for the church. I wanted to play the boogie-woogie or Jerry Lee Lewis, but instead I had to perform “The Blue Danube” followed by “Hungarian Rhapsody.” I had to bow, and all my buddies were there, snickering as I banged my way through. I was so embarrassed, man. It wasn’t always easy being my mom’s son, the way she was always focused on giving us class and culture.

			We always had music playing at home when I was growing up. My mom woke us up every morning with Lou Rawls, her favorite. We knew it was time to get up out of bed when we heard “Tobacco Road.” My mom loved a good melody and wanted music that she could sing along to like Johnny Mathis or anything out of Motown. She liked a big, booming, soulful voice. My momma, she loved Mahalia Jackson. My dad was the straightest man in the world, but he was into Miles Davis. I didn’t understand Miles. I really didn’t. But I liked Miles and I picked up an attraction to him and to jazz from my dad. He had some friends who were musicians, like Blinky Allen, the jazz and R&B drummer, whose son Kim played on my brother Rob’s Little League team, and later for the Seattle Mariners. My dad was also into the blues—that was his favorite, and you knew he was home from working his two or three jobs when blues started filling up the house. I didn’t understand the message of the blues, but I liked the melody of it and the rhythmic sounds. I didn’t know they were often singing about oppression. I could tell something was wrong, I just didn’t know what.

			My mom pushed me to take piano lessons because she thought that would be a good grounding in music for me. I was always infatuated with the guitar and wanted to learn that, but my mother said no way. I also loved the saxophone, so in eighth grade I signed up for a music course at school and the teacher told me no. She said I could not play the sax because I had the wrong lips. What was she talking about? Wrong lips? I went home that night and stared at myself in the mirror, trying to figure it out. “Man,” I’d ask myself in the mirror, “what’s wrong with my lips? They ain’t too big and they’re not too skinny. I see people playing sax with all kinds of lips. And that teacher told me I had the wrong lips?”

			My mom would make us go to classical concerts in an outdoor venue one town over in San Bernardino, where she and my dad worked at Norton Air Force Base. She was just sure I loved those classical concerts, because I would usually be smiling and nodding my head. She didn’t know I was smiling because I kept a transistor radio in my pocket with an earpiece snaking up into my ear on the other side from where my mom was sitting. I would be listening to Vin Scully calling Dodger games.

			I figured if I was going to learn the piano, I’d learn to play like Little Richard, loud and with feeling. Then I saw Jerry Lee Lewis play “Great Balls of Fire” live on television. I always thought it was The Ed Sullivan Show, but I guess it had to have been The Dick Clark Show on February 14, 1958 (thanks to our copy editor for looking that one up!). Smoke or fire was coming out of the piano. I loved everything about that cat’s style. He was the one I was going to emulate. One day when my mother came home, I had my feet up on top of the piano and was pounding away. When my mother saw that, she had a fit.

			“Have you lost your mind?” she asked me. “Get your feet off that piano!”

			“Mama! Jerry Lee Lewis!”

			“You’re Dusty Baker! You’re no Jerry Lee Lewis!”
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			My dad never cursed and he never drank. He expected us to listen and listen good when he spoke. It was always “Yes, sir,” or “No, sir” and “Yes, ma’am” or “No, ma’am” to my parents and my elders. Everybody in town, they loved my dad, but they feared him, too. He was a kind man but big, built like the football player Jim Brown. He never actually did anything for them to fear him, it was just the thought of what he could do. My dad was fair but strict. He always told us to be firm but fair, which was how I’ve always managed. My dad didn’t spare the rod, but now that I look back, I never got a switch or a belt that I didn’t deserve. Even when I did bad, I knew what to do. But being bad was fun, too. It was more fun being bad than being good.

			I could never lie to my dad because he could see right through the lie every time. I couldn’t get away with nothing. I got so tired of being under his discipline that I tried to run away from home when I was about nine years old. My dad parked at the grocery store and went shopping. I was supposed to wait in the car, but instead I took off. I was walking as fast as I could, no idea where I was going, when I saw him pull up next to me.

			“Get in the car,” he said.

			I was a runaway for two blocks. That was how long that lasted. I got a good whipping and never tried that one again. Now that I’ve been a dad myself for years, it really hits me that we teach our children through how we handle certain moments. They give us an opportunity to communicate and to share values, especially if those moments are memorable enough. Once, my sister snitched on me to my dad and told him I’d been hiding dice inside my pillowcase. My dad took the dice, walked out to the driveway, and used a hammer to pound them into dust! I never forgot it.

			I knew not to steal, but temptation will sneak up on you. I swiped a Mr. Goodbar candy bar from Mr. Carlos’s little neighborhood market, but Mr. Carlos saw me and called my dad. When I got home, my dad asked me to crack a smile. I couldn’t lie with chocolate all between my teeth. He knew I didn’t have any money to be buying chocolate bars. I had to go to my piggy bank and get a nickel to pay back Mr. Carlos. I had to walk back down to his store and apologize—and then come home and get a whipping.

			Those lessons stayed with me and helped prepare me for other, more important lessons that would come later on in life. “No son of mine is going to be a liar, a thief, or a gambler,” my dad would say. And from that time on, I never stole anything or made an illegal penny in my life. “Oh, my aching back,” my dad would always say after I got busted doing something wrong, or he would just shake his head and say, “This is going to hurt me more than it hurts you.”

			I mostly got all As and Bs, but one time I got a D in conduct. Rather than show that to my dad, I smudged it, and wrote in a C instead. I thought I was pretty smart, but I didn’t fool my dad for a second. He gave me a week to confess. When I did, I got the belt.

			“You lied to me, and no son of mine is going to be the class clown,” he told me.

			I was always a little wild. Not too wild, but just wild enough to find ways to have my fun, though I never went too far off the rails. I was never afraid of anybody, but I was afraid of what my dad would do if I got in trouble. He held me to high standards. “Don’t embarrass the family name,” he would always tell me, and I was always aware of that.

			Both of my parents worked at Norton Air Force Base. My dad did whatever he did, which he said was top secret—and never told us more than that. Mom worked at Norton as a secretary. In those years, the government offered some of the best jobs that African Americans and other minority people could get. The pay was decent. The benefits were good, especially the health insurance. Back in the day, many Black people worked for the post office because it was a government job.

			When I was growing up, I never knew the love of grandparents, which other kids would tell me about. That’s why I’m so happy to have grandchildren now. Both my mom’s parents died before I was even born, and my dad’s parents were across the country in Florida and died when I was young. My dad, the youngest of six, was born in rural southeast Georgia in 1925, but he grew up in Lakeland, Florida. He remembered catching fly balls during Detroit Tigers spring training games in the 1930s and selling the balls back for a nickel each. That was deep into the Depression, and money was tight. He said he saw Babe Ruth play in Lakeland his last season as a Yankee, 1934. I heard that my dad would have been a great ballplayer, but he hurt his knee, and it had to be fused, so he always had a stiff leg and walked with a noticeable limp. But he never complained.

			In March 1943, he enlisted in the Navy and saw duty in the Pacific as a gunner’s mate in the Black Navy. That was before the U.S. Navy was desegregated in 1947. He was based in the Philippines and never told us much about what that was like, though one time he did show me a picture of himself with some beautiful girls he’d met there. I took a look, and he was right—those girls were beautiful. Years later, I married a beautiful Filipino girl, who my dad liked a lot.

			After the war, my dad took a civilian job at Norton, where he started out as a sheet metal technician and ended up with an office job. He didn’t want to pick fruit, which was what a lot of Blacks in Florida ended up doing, picking oranges or grapefruits. In California, he met Freddie Christine Russell, soon to be my mom. Her family had moved from Oklahoma to Indio, California, out in the high desert, where they picked dates before moving to Riverside.

			Growing up, I was very close to my Uncle Floyd, my mom’s youngest brother, who came to live with us after my grandparents passed. Her youngest sister, my Aunt Eva, went to live with relatives in Oklahoma. Her older sisters were my Aunt Loreena, the singer, and my Aunt Ana Mae, who worked for Martin Luther King Jr. Uncle Floyd was eleven years older than me, and he was like my big brother. He played the congas, and he showed me how to box. He also taught me how to play basketball, which he knew well as a player for the Junior Globetrotters. Floyd always had a word of advice for me. He left right after he finished high school and enlisted in the Navy when I was seven or eight.

			My job every Saturday evening was to polish my dad’s shoes. If I missed a spot, even just one little spot, I could polish them all over again. To this day, you will not see a scuff mark on my shoes. Once I finished polishing my dad’s shoes, it was also my responsibility—along with my brother Rob—to wash and polish my dad’s 1956 Oldsmobile Super 88, a stylin’ car with three hundred horsepower and chrome all over the place that Rob and I had to buff and shine. That car was an important sign of affluence in the Black community. It was a car that turned your head. My dad always had nice cars, and then he had his old panel-sided Fred Sanford pickup truck, which Rob and I also had to wash, which he used for his work as a handyman and for gardening jobs. My mom always had a nice car, too. To this day, I always keep my cars clean—and always own a truck—and people call me a neat freak.

			My dad was always working at odd jobs when he wasn’t at the Air Force base, and I was usually there with him, picking up his strong work ethic and an entrepreneurial spirit. (I even started a business setting mousetraps around the house, and my dad gave me a nickel for every mouse I caught.) My dad and I would tack the seats at the movie theater in town. Once when he dropped the magnetic hammer on the floor by accident and asked me to pick it up, I leaned down and I could hear rats scurrying around. I picked that hammer up as fast as I could.

			Sometimes we tarred roofs or poured cement or did carpentry work. We would head right over the Victoria Bridge from our new house that my dad had built to the wealthy neighborhood where my dad would mow lawns or whatever else needed doing. They talk about the “other side of the tracks.” Past Victoria Bridge, less than half a mile from our house, that was the “other side of the bridge.” I went to elementary school and junior high school with kids who lived there, but it was a different world.

			One weekend I was working with my dad on a gardening job near Victoria Country Club at the house of some rich kid in my school, the kind of kid who would make the all-star team in place of me, just because of who his dad was. Money talks, I learned that one early. Or as we said in the ’60s: Money talks, bullshit walks. I didn’t like that rich kid. I guess he didn’t like me much either, since he knew I was a better player than he was in any sport he chose. My dad and I were working in the front yard, and this rich kid called me over.

			“Pick up that piece of paper,” he ordered me.

			For a guy who was always quick with a smile, I also had a quick temper. I went from zero to sixty faster than my dad’s Super 88.

			“Hey, man,” I said in a low, surprised voice, not even a threat, more like a warning. “I’ll kick your butt.”

			“Son,” my dad called out, and I walked over to him.

			“You go over there and you pick up that piece of paper,” he told me. “We need this job. You hear me?”

			I didn’t say a thing. There was no talking back to my dad. Not then. Not ever.

			“Then on Monday, when you’re back at school, and they’re playing flag football, well, you’ll be playing tackle,” my dad said in a strong, low voice. “You just run right over him.”

			“Yes, sir,” I said.

			I picked up that piece of paper, and the next week I took out my frustration on that rich kid. Oh man, he didn’t know what hit him.

			My dad taught me a lot when he made me pick up that piece of paper. No one controls your own emotions but you, not unless you let them. My dad was one of the coolest dudes I ever met. He could control his emotions as well as anyone I ever saw—except when it came to me. My dad explained something important to me at the time, which it took years for me to understand, which was the difference between what he called outer dignity and inner dignity and the importance of knowing which was which. The outer dignity is what you’ll do to keep your job and feed your family. There has to be room for that to stretch a little sometimes. Your inner dignity is different. Your inner dignity involves fixed points that cannot be moved. No man should intrude on your inner dignity. You can’t let that happen. But everybody’s inner dignity and outer dignity are a little different. Along the way, you have to learn for yourself what you will take and what you will not take. You must be more determined and have more character. You have to find a way to pull strength from some of the negatives. That was never easy, then or now, but I see some of those same characteristics now in my own son, the inner strength and dignity. When a person intrudes on your inner dignity, then you have to say, “Screw this job,” stand up for your rights, and hope that God will provide for you. I’ve always been taken care of when I guarded my inner dignity.

			I saw my dad and mom struggle at times with anger, trying not to let it eat them up. They would come home, and I could tell from one look at them that something had gone wrong at work. They had endured some indignity. My dad never shared that with us. He kept it bottled up. But my mom sometimes would give us a deeper glimpse of what she went through. She’d graduated from high school and tried to find a job as a secretary, but for some reason those jobs kept going to white women who my mom knew were less qualified. She was an excellent typist and went to a special school to learn shorthand. Then she was hired and learned the job. Before long, they would have her training a new secretary. The next thing she knew, the new secretary would get a promotion and be her boss, even though my mom had trained her. I would see her crying about that kind of injustice.

			For her second job, she decided she wanted to be a model. She sewed her own clothes, as women did back then, using a Singer sewing machine. She applied to a modeling school in Riverside, but was rebuffed. They thought she sounded white on the phone, but when she showed up and they saw she was Black, she was turned away. White girls who walked in would get accepted promptly. (Years later, I thought of my mom when I was with the Dodgers, trying to rent a spring training condo in Vero Beach, and was told, “No vacancies.” I found out that some of my white teammates went in after me, and for them, there were plenty of vacancies.)

			I remember my mom crying over being rejected by that modeling school, but she wasn’t about to put up with that kind of disrespect. Her inner dignity did not allow it. Instead of quitting, she sued—and won. That was my mom. She would sue in a minute. After that, she founded her own charm school. I used to work there, starting at about ten or eleven, checking in all the girls when they arrived. That was one job I liked.

			My mom prepared me for life in so many ways I did not appreciate at the time. She had me setting the table and washing dishes and ironing and sewing my own clothes from an early age. She taught me to cook. To this day, I don’t like to hear cursing around women, because in our house, there was none of that. My mom absolutely did not go for that. You were trained to open the door for women. I can remember getting out of the car and her just sitting there, not moving.

			“Mom, what’s wrong?” I asked.

			“Open the door, or pull out a chair and wait,” she said.

			So much happened when I was growing up in the 1960s that was shocking, it’s hard to believe it was all squeezed into one decade. Then, as now, often you didn’t even want to know what was in the news because it was a constant reminder of the real world. Then, as now, racism was like a fever that was spreading. It was a confusing time then, and it’s a confusing time now. You feel progress being made, like when you watch TV and see commercials featuring interracial couples, but you don’t know what to make of it. Is that just marketing? Is racism as real as ever?

			My parents were determined to give me the tools to think for myself about what was happening and never be afraid to stand up for what was right. My dad was big on Jackie Robinson, who broke baseball’s color barrier with the Dodgers only two years before I was born, and also gravitated to Martin Luther King Jr. and his vision and leadership ideals, because as a breadwinner he had to be more tolerant. My mom by comparison was drawn more to Malcolm X, whose picture she had on the wall, and the Nation of Islam. I was a combination of both and would later go through a period at about age fifteen where I wanted to change my name to Dusty X. When my dad found out what I wanted to do, his answer was an emphatic no. “Your name is Johnnie B. Baker Jr.,” he told me. “And if you change your name—I brought you into this world, and I’ll take you out of it.”

			A lot was going on and in my family we were always up on it. Civil rights was big in my house, for both my mom and my dad. My dad would make us watch the evening news together. We subscribed to Ebony magazine, which was like Life magazine for Black people, and Jet, a news magazine small enough to fit into your pocket, and also Sepia magazine, similar to Ebony, which every year had a spread on all the Black baseball players and some Latino players as well. I loved the Dodgers, especially Tommy Davis. I always had an affinity for the Braves as well, because of Hank Aaron and also Félix Mantilla, a second baseman from Puerto Rico, and Billy Bruton, a center fielder who hit line drives and could run like the wind. Years later when the Braves signed me, Hank Aaron paid me a compliment when he said I reminded him of Billy Bruton.

			My mom was determined to give us culture, starting with me as the oldest of five. She wanted us to have the kind of exposure she herself never had growing up in Indio at a time before the Civil Rights Movement. She made sure to expose us to great books, like Go Tell It on the Mountain by James Baldwin and Langston Hughes’s The Panther and the Lash. Not many kids are crazy about reading, but she figured if those books were lying around the house, along with others by Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Marcus Garvey, sooner or later we would give them a chance. (Later I studied journalism at college because I wanted to be a writer.) And we couldn’t help but absorb some perspective and pride and maybe a little attitude. My mom always told me I was going to have culture whether I wanted it or not. Love is discipline, and I had plenty of both.

			In our Riverside neighborhood, we lived racial tolerance every day. To us, it wasn’t “tolerance,” it was just life. You didn’t think about it most of the time. Every once in a while, you would get reminded about racial intolerance, but that was the exception. So many of my closest friends back in Riverside were Mexican Americans that I would call myself the Black Mexican. To this day, soul food for me might be collard greens and fried catfish, or it might be tamales and tacos. My Uncle Floyd married my Auntie Maria after he came out of the Navy, and half their family was Mexican, so my cousins were half Black and half Mexican. We would go visit them in Tijuana, and later my uncle moved his family to San Diego. One time when I was with the Dodgers, some of my homeboys came to San Diego to watch me play, and one of them, Chile, called out to me from the stands, “Hey Mexican!” I said, “I ain’t no Mexican,” and he said, “Well I ain’t no brother, and you always hollering, ‘What’s up, brother?’ ” So I started answering to “Mexican.”
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			For us growing up, sports was everything. To us, if you didn’t play ball, man, you were just a little punk, you know what I’m saying? We did it for entertainment. It was how we tested ourselves and how we proved ourselves. I was lucky to have my dad as my coach. I don’t know how he found the time. He would come home from his day job at the Air Force base, take a nap for about twenty minutes, and then go to another job, but somehow he never missed one of my games.

			My dad hated complainers. He never got sick and he never, ever complained. To this day, I can’t stand chocolate, because growing up I learned to hate the chocolate taste of Ex-Lax. It never failed. If I told my dad my back hurt, he would tell me, “Go get the Ex-Lax.” If I said my knee was throbbing, it was “Go get the Ex-Lax.” I had enough. I could be half dead and I wouldn’t tell my dad. I said to myself, Damn, what’s Ex-Lax got to do with it? Why I got to run to the toilet every time I’m hurting? I learned never to complain.

			All year long, we moved from one sport to another. I loved every sport, but what I really wanted to do was box. I’d seen pictures of my dad boxing in the Navy, and I wanted to be like him. He had big strong hands. We used to watch Friday night fights on Gillette Cavalcade of Sports on NBC every week. My brother Rob and I would box and act like we were the Brown Bomber, Joe Louis, or Floyd Patterson or Archie Moore. Those guys were all heroes in the Black community, and they were always my heroes, like Jesse Owens, the star of the 1936 Olympics in Berlin. I boxed a little at the YMCA. I won some bouts, but then one kid punched me right in the nose, and after that I’d had enough. I hung up my boxing gloves. It was fun when I was doing the hitting, but getting hit was no fun at all. That was good news to my mom, who from the very beginning was against me boxing.

			My parents were both working and wanted us to stay busy, so we always had summer school, and after school we took swimming lessons. My parents did everything they could to get away from racial stereotypes. My dad swam, my mom was a strong swimmer, and we swam together all the time all summer. When I wanted a skateboard, my dad built me a skateboard. When I wanted a ten-speed bike, he went to the dump and put some ten-speed handlebars on my bike and told me, “You don’t need all those gears. All you need is start and stop.” The man had a point. It’s easy to get “need” and “want” confused. We didn’t have everything we wanted, but we had everything we needed.

			My dad liked having us play at home. If I was hanging around with a new friend, he wanted to see for himself what that kid was like. If he didn’t like the looks of someone, I’d hear about it fast, and he would tell me he did not want that kid over at the house no more. We had a big backyard, and friends would all come over for football and baseball games. One of the best things that happened was when my dad made me a basketball rim and backboard from materials he found at the dump, and put up lights on the garage so I could play until midnight. The neighbors would yell at me to stop bouncing that basketball so they could get some sleep, until later, when I got good, and they all said, “That’s my neighbor.”

			Rob and I used to play a game called strikeout. All we needed was a bat and a dirty old tennis ball, and we would pitch to each other against the garage door, even as the light of day was fading and the ball was harder and harder to see. I would do everything I could to strike Rob out, since the next day when we started again he would be batting, but somehow the little sucker always found a way to tip off the ball and stay alive. He was about eighteen months younger, but he was as good at ten as I was at twelve.

			All the guys in town had been coached at one time or another by my dad and his friend and assistant coach, Roy Hale, who was white. My dad was always coaching Little League teams, before I was old enough to play, and one of his star players was future big-leaguer Bobby Bonds, part of a great family of athletes. It was a big deal for us in Riverside in August 1964 when Bobby’s older sister Rosie, who used to babysit me for five bucks, won the Olympic qualifier for eighty-meter hurdles and competed in the Summer Olympics in Tokyo. She won her heat in Tokyo in her first race, finishing in 10.6, as fast as anyone ran that day, but in the final she hit the second hurdle and finished last. Rosie was the American record holder.

			Bobby Bonds, four years older than me, was as good an athlete as I’d ever seen anywhere. I’d never seen anyone move the way he moved, smooth and lightning quick. He was the fastest, the strongest, and the best built. You couldn’t take your eyes off him, because he was always doing something spectacular. To me, he was everything you wanted to be. If he could compete in four sports, football, basketball, track, and baseball, and be the best in all of them, then it was up to me, when my turn came, to show I could do the same. I could put up points on the basketball court like Bobby, and I had my moves as a running back in football, and I could always hit a fastball, but at that age I never had the power and strength to hit home runs the way Bobby did. I hit some triples—I would drive the ball and then use my speed to fly around the bases—but I only hit two homers playing youth baseball in Riverside. Bobby was a kid who pitched a no-hitter and hit two homers in one game.

			It wasn’t always easy having my own dad as my coach. He would tell me I had a bad attitude and had some hard lessons to learn. As much as I didn’t want to hear it at the time, he turned out to be right. One time, I threw my glove down in frustration, and my dad cut me from the team, so I was sent to the minors and played on a team his friend coached. The next year, I was back on my dad’s team, but he cut me for throwing my bat against the wall after I struck out. Believe it or not, I played for him again the next year—and again he cut me, and I ended up back in the minors playing for his buddy. I tried to quit so I could make some money with a paper route, and he wouldn’t let me. The way he saw it, he had too much invested in me, buying me a Ted Williams–autographed baseball glove from Sears for $9.99, for me to quit and squander that investment. “No son of mine is going to quit anything,” he said.

			Sometimes my dad taught me by saying nothing at all. I remember the time my only all-star team in Little League was playing El Centro, and the whole season was on the line. If we could beat these guys, we would advance all the way to the sectional finals. Late in the game, we had a lead. But my dad, as my coach, had put me in right field, and I hated being in right field. We always thought right field was where you stashed the weakest fielder on your team. (Leaving aside the fact that Hank Aaron, Roberto Clemente, Frank Robinson, Rocky Colavito, and Al Kaline all played right.)

			So I was out there pouting, pissed off at my dad for making me look bad. El Centro loaded the bases, threatening to take the lead. Still I was distracted and sulking. Then an El Centro kid drilled a ball to me in right field. I got a late break, because of all that pouting. By the time I reached for the ball, near the fence, it bounced off my glove and over the fence for a grand-slam home run. We lost, all because I let that ball pop out of my mitt. All my teammates came up to me afterward to tell me it was okay, it wasn’t my fault, but I knew it was. My dad, he didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. I knew. I had cost my team, all because I wasn’t ready to make a play. I hated that feeling so much, I vowed then and there to never let anything like that happen again. And it didn’t. From that day on, I was determined to be the best outfielder I could. There might be three or four times in your whole life when you mess up and can never forget. That for me was one of them.
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			Looking back, it starts to feel like the crossroads you come to are life’s way of teaching you different lessons. I was blessed to have a family like I did and to have so many people along the way take an interest. In my family, we were always there for each other, each our own way, even when we weren’t talking about all we were going through. I got so mad at my dad for being so hard on me all the time. I seriously thought he was just being mean. I loved him, but I couldn’t understand why he was so hard on me. Now I see he was just trying to raise me to be a good man.

			Life is full of moments that test you and save you. You go through the hard stuff. You wrestle with your choices when you come onto another crossroads. You pray on it. Then you know you made the best decision you could, and you don’t look back. And you lean into what’s next and let a new day flood you with fresh joy or whatever else is in store for you. If you put off hard decisions, sometimes life decides for you, and you kick yourself later. I have some regrets, everybody does, but I don’t have many. You learn to get better at accepting what’s coming. So much of life is about acceptance. You have to be aware of your opportunities and that makes you ready for whatever comes—since you can control some things, but most of it is out of your control. My cousin Troy, my Uncle Floyd’s son, took to calling me The Planner, because I always had a plan. But most of the time, my plans didn’t quite work. The plans that were made for me were the ones that worked best.

			I learned young the importance of practice and hard work. If I saw my hero Elgin Baylor pull some new move on the basketball floor when I was in seventh or eighth grade, I’d work on that move over and over again until it was my move. Same with Sam Jones’s bank shot. I didn’t even like the Celtics, because they used to beat the Lakers all the time, but I respected them, and I spent hours trying to copy Sam Jones’s shot. In football, I’d watch Lenny Moore and later Gale Sayers and learn whatever I could from them. I wore high-top shoes because my dad made me, so I wouldn’t hurt my ankles, and he told me I looked just like Lenny Moore. (I wore his Number 24 like I’d later wear 40 for Gale Sayers.) If Tommy Davis or another player on the Dodgers did something at the plate, I would try to emulate him and practice that move over and over and over. I was always a stickler for practice.

			Above all, I learned to be natural, as Ted Williams wrote in his book The Science of Hitting, which I studied all the time when I was in the minor leagues, so much so that the book became my baseball bible. Ted was far ahead of his time. Nowadays you’ll often see graphics go up during baseball games giving a detailed breakdown on what a given hitter bats when a pitch is thrown a particular place. Ted had a graphic like that in his book, which was published in 1971. “My first rule of hitting was to get a good ball to hit,” Ted wrote. “I learned down to percentage points where those good balls were. The box shows my particular preferences, from what I considered my ‘happy zone’—where I could hit .400 or better—to the low outside corner—where the most I could hope to bat was .230. Only when the situation demands it should a hitter go for the low-percentage pitch.” Like if you’ve got two strikes on you and have to swing.

			Baseball and other sports happen in the real world, bounce by bounce. The only way to understand at a deeper level is to learn to look closer. Riverside Poly High and Riverside City College shared a stadium. We would go watch football games there every Friday night, and all the Black dudes in town used to sit up on top of this hill, like you were at the movies. You could see most of the field, except for one end zone. My dad didn’t want to pay for us to sit in the stands, but we had just as much fun up on the hill. On the basketball side, I used to go to RCC to watch Bobby Rule, who went on to play for the 76ers, and the coach was Jerry Tarkanian. Rule was a left-handed power forward and center, six foot nine and strong, and he led RCC to a 35–0 record and the state title in 1964. Rule used to bring me with him to practice when I was twelve or thirteen, just to soak up what I could, and I was the only little kid who was allowed to watch practice, because I’d just be quiet and watch and learn.

			If I flip through the pictures of my youth sports teams or in my old school yearbooks, I see Black and brown and white faces all side by side, like in the 1965 yearbook for Polytechnic High School in Riverside, which came out in June ’65 at the end of my sophomore year. I turned sixteen that month and felt like I was coming into my own at school, playing football and basketball and baseball. That yearbook had two pictures of me playing football, flashing some speed, including one with a caption reading: “Casually waving as he flies past Santa Ana’s ‘B’ player, Dusty Baker forges through the line toward the goal.” I thought I looked like my hero Lenny Moore, the great Baltimore Colt they called “Lightning Lenny.” Most of all, I was always trying to be like Bobby Bonds, one of a group of great Black athletes in our area who were a little older than me, also including Marshall Anderson and Art Gilmore, all multi-sport athletes who ended up in the Riverside Sport Hall of Fame, and Dell Roberts and Mike Davis and Bobby’s older brother Robert, who played football at San Jose State and in 1965 was drafted by the Kansas City Chiefs. Another was Tommy Hall, aka The Blade, who went on to play for the Cincinnati Reds. My dad’s buddies would all come over to our house and put on music until late at night, some of them playing a card game like pinochle, and it was fun for me to hear them talk and absorb how they thought about things, pretending to be asleep so I could eavesdrop.

			Up until 1965 in my family, our lives revolved around a few fixed points, our home and our church and the ball fields where we played and watched our sports, and Norton Air Force Base, where my dad had worked for as long as I could remember. Suddenly that spring we found out the base was being downscaled. Dad’s job was discontinued. He was given two other options. He could take a new job in either Ogden, Utah, or Sacramento, California. For me, Utah was intriguing, since my friend Big Mike Davis played football at Utah State and loved it. He wanted me to go there. His brother Stan Davis, Bobby Bonds’s best friend, later pitched in the St. Louis Cardinals’ organization. My dad chose Northern California, working at McClellan Air Force Base twenty minutes northeast of Sacramento. We never asked him why he picked Northern California over Utah. There were some things we didn’t ask.

			My dad went up on his own to find us a new house. A real estate agent wanted to show him houses only in Black neighborhoods, so my dad found a house he liked in the nearby community of Carmichael. The house was two miles from Del Campo High School, which, as we would find out soon enough, was all white. It was a major adjustment, to say the least, but moving up there taught me some life lessons that would stay with me.

			The timing of our drive north from our old life in Riverside to a new life in Northern California couldn’t have been much more dramatic. This was August 1965. Six months earlier, Malcolm X had been assassinated at the Audubon Ballroom in New York City under strange circumstances, with three Nation of Islam members charged in the shooting. Two weeks later, on March 7, tragedy unfolded in Alabama during the Selma to Montgomery march, when John Lewis and others were savagely beaten by police, though they eventually reached Montgomery on March 25. All around the country that summer, the tension was rising along with the heat. In Los Angeles that August, it was combustion time. Anger over racism was the flashpoint. A questionable arrest of a young Black man drew a crowd that soon turned ugly. For a week, the Watts neighborhood was like a war zone with thirty-four deaths and up to 14,000 National Guard called out to enforce order. I knew right then I never wanted to be in the National Guard, clubbing my own people.

			We had an aunt living in Los Angeles and had planned to see her on our drive from Riverside up north. When we got there, we couldn’t believe our eyes, looking out the car window and seeing looting and fires being set by angry crowds. It was just an explosion of outrage at police. I was so young, I didn’t know what to think, but I didn’t feel any fear. I didn’t worry that something was going to happen to us. I figured my mom and dad could handle anything.

			It was only a four-hundred-mile drive up to Carmichael, near Sacramento, six or seven hours packed into the car, but after those glimpses of the Watts riots and hours of passing by wide open farm land, our new home felt millions of miles removed from our old lives. It felt like landing on another planet. My dad set it up that way, thinking we would have a better quality of life and a brighter future if we went to Del Campo High, a brand-new school with new buildings and a new pool and new language labs and new equipment, all the most modern of everything. My new school had good teachers and good facilities. It just didn’t have any Black students.

			Our first day, for some reason I didn’t walk to our new school with my brother Rob. He walked the two miles by himself. People were so shocked to see a Black person. It got ugly, Rob told me. More than one driver screamed “Nigger!” out the window at Rob as he walked down the sidewalk. Rob told me he was scared to death, but at the same time, he could see how scared they were of him. And what was he doing to harm them in any way? Nothing at all. He knew no one at the school, but a friendly looking kid he’d never met saw what was happening and walked over to him.

			“Are you okay?” he asked Rob.

			Paul Fisher was his name, and he was Jewish. That small act of courage and decency, reaching out to my brother, helped Rob get through that day—and Paul and Rob became lifelong friends. It was the same way I met Dennis and Brad, who are my friends to this day. Dennis and his sister Patti and Brad and his mom, Mamma Johnson, were always there for me. My first day at school, Dennis and I had three classes together. I saw him checking me out.

			“Hey, man, you looking for trouble?” I said to him at football practice.

			“No, brother, I like your style,” he said.

			“Really?”

			“I’m new at this school,” he said.

			“I am, too.”

			He told me his mom had just died and he’d transferred from Del Paso Heights, a predominately Black area of Sacramento.

			“Man, I’m looking for a friend,” I said.

			“I am, too,” he said, and from then on we were great friends.

			I found my brother Rob at lunch that first day at Del Campo. He was in the lower wing, with the freshmen and sophomores, and I was in the upper wing with the juniors and seniors.

			“Have you seen any other Black people?” I asked him.

			“Yeah, you,” he said. “What about you?”

			“Just you,” I told him. “We’re it.”
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				Please God, Not the South

			
			We left a lot behind in Riverside, including the best days of my parents’ marriage, as it turned out. I didn’t see that until later, but it was the plain truth. Moving to Sacramento was hard on my mom. She was homesick for Riverside and missed her family and friends—and the racial diversity of the community we’d left behind. By the year after we settled into our new house in Carmichael, my parents weren’t together anymore. I can’t really say what all went into them growing apart. As a kid, you only know so much. My mom had been so young when I was born, just three months past her eighteenth birthday, she never got to do much before adult responsibilities took her life over. She was looking for more freedom to do things like go back to school and travel.

			My mom was more of a free spirit than my dad. That was why she had to see the world and also why she let me subscribe to National Geographic, which was expensive—it sold for $1 per issue in 1965. Not many people at that time could afford to subscribe to that magazine, which helped me develop my curiosity about other places and other people. Anyone who was a kid in the 1960s knows what I’m talking about. I loved National Geographic because I felt like I was seeing the world without having to go farther than our living room. I loved photography and nature. You flipped through the thick glossy pages of that magazine with its sharp color pictures of leopards or gorillas or maybe an African village, and you felt like you’d actually been to those places. My mom loved travel so much, she later worked as a travel agent and truly got to see the world.

			Moving up to Sacramento rounded me out in a lot of ways that I didn’t even know I was being rounded. Southern California was hot weather, it was faster paced, and it was much more diverse, at least where we came from in Riverside. Northern California was more rain and colder winters. Life in the Sacramento area had a different rhythm. You took the time to go fish or hunt because all of that was readily available right down the street. In Riverside, you would have to drive miles to get to rivers and forest, but now it was right there. The two things I liked most about Northern California were being able to fish almost anytime I wanted and, given the climate, my allergies didn’t kick up as much, so I was able to breathe better. And I started to grow.

			My dream was always to be a professional athlete. I didn’t care which sport, just so long as I made it. I was always battling to gain weight and strength. My brother Rob would lift weights and blow up like Superman. Not me. I would get stronger, but I wouldn’t show it. I was skinny no matter what I did. I wore ankle weights walking to school and walking around to build up leg strength because that was what athletes did. I heard that Jumpin’ Johnny Green said he could jump high because he always jumped rope. Jumpin’ Johnny was a great rebounder who set a New York Knicks rookie record with twenty-five rebounds in a February 1960 game against the Philadelphia Warriors. I wanted to jump like him, and took to jumping rope all the time. I was always doing something to get stronger.

			I don’t know how I would ever have made the transition to a new school if I didn’t have sports. Not only was I the only Black kid at Del Campo, besides my brother Rob, but I was going into my junior year of high school with kids who all knew each other from the year before. They didn’t know much about me, except that I was from Southern California—and I was fast. We moved into our new house in Carmichael in August 1965, and within a week or two, I pulled on football pads and was practicing with the team.

			Very quickly I opened some eyes, just doing what I loved. I always had such a fire burning beneath the smile I showed the world. That fire had burned in me going back to when I first watched Bobby Bonds and saw that he was the best in every sport he did. I burned with a competitive fire to be the best at everything I did. In one of our first games that season, I sliced my way through the Washington High defense for a thirty-eight-yard touchdown run, and we won 18–6. The Sacramento Bee took to calling me “the workhorse of the Cougar brigade.” It might have felt great, except I didn’t feel great. Something was wrong. I could feel my heart beating in my chest, and it was not right. It kind of hurt.

			My dad took me down to see a doctor to get checked out. The doctor asked me a lot of questions, like if I’d ever had something called rheumatic fever. What was that? Why would he think I had it? The doctor said I had an irregular heartbeat and they needed to shut me down for a month to find out if playing sports was making the problem worse.

			One month! I couldn’t believe it. I had other things I cared about, my family and my friends, church and music and chasing girls, but sports brought it all together. Now this doctor was telling me to take a one-month break from sports—I couldn’t even participate in PE! It was awful. I had to watch our football games from the sidelines in my street clothes. Sports felt like the only thing connecting me with others at my school. Now I felt cast out.

			After a month, I went back to the same doctor, and again he pulled out a stethoscope and listened to my heartbeat. Still the irregular heartbeat.

			“The kid, he’ll never play sports again,” the doctor pronounced.

			I felt like my life had been ripped away from me. I was in total disbelief. My dad was as skeptical as I was. He wasn’t about to take the word of that one doctor, so he decided to find a specialist for a second opinion, the best we could find. He drove me two hours into Oakland to see the specialist in one of those two tall silver Kaiser buildings near Lake Merritt. It was Halloween, and for me it was like the ultimate “Trick or treat,” the kind of crossroads that feels like a scary movie.

			“He’s a normal growing boy,” the Kaiser specialist in Oakland said. “He’ll grow out of his heart murmur. I see no reason why he shouldn’t compete in sports.”

			I was so happy, I thought I was going to bounce off the ceiling. Back home in Carmichael that night, I was like a young racehorse that had been in the corral for a month. My whole game was speed and balance, and for a month I hadn’t been able to do anything. It tore me up to be inactive all those weeks, like in that song by John Lee Hooker (who years later became a good friend): “It’s in him and it got to come out.”

			“Dad, can I run?” I asked.

			“Where are you going to run to?” he wanted to know.

			“Dad, I just want to run.”

			I was out the door and flying down the sidewalk in nothing flat. By the second week of November 1965, I was begging the football coach to put me back in the lineup for the final game of the season on November 13. Finally, he agreed. I was out of shape and it was cold and rainy and muddy. We got our butts kicked, but I didn’t care. I was so happy to be out there on the field playing football again. That felt to me like the greatest night even though we had a terrible game.

			The day after my first football season at Del Campo, I turned to basketball, which was my first true love in sports. I was lucky to be playing for Eli McCullough, then just twenty-eight, a young coach who tried hard to understand me. He had been a great multi-sport athlete growing up in Santa Fe, New Mexico, playing sports with a lot of kids from the Native American reservation. He was in just his third year as Del Campo basketball coach when I arrived for my junior year after moving from Riverside. He was sitting in his office one day when his assistant, Ken Smith, rushed in out of breath.

			“Coach, you’ve got to see who’s in the gym,” he said.

			I kept hitting jump shots from all around the floor, and he thought to himself, Lord, you’ve listened to my prayers. Less than a month after our last football game, I was the high scorer for Del Campo in a basketball game against Washington High that we lost 54–40. In a game against La Sierra on January 11, I scored twenty-one points, and we still lost. Then in our home gym on January 21, I led us with nineteen points and fifteen rebounds against San Juan, and we finally won a game, 52–47. That snapped a streak of losing sixteen straight league games.

			Coach McCullough was hard on me at times because he knew I needed that. He loved my dad because he never meddled and never told him what to do with me. If Coach had to discipline me, my dad backed him 100 percent.

			I loved basketball practice, but one thing I loved more was fishing, especially when the salmon and steelhead were running. One time during basketball season, I heard that the salmon were running on the American River, right down the street from my house, and I wasn’t going to miss that, even for a Saturday practice. I called Coach McCullough and kind of coughed into the phone and told him I wasn’t feeling too great. I felt like it was worth it until I showed up at school on Monday.

			“How are you feeling?” Coach McCullough asked, playing it cool.

			“I’m okay, feeling a lot better, Mr. McCullough,” I said.

			“And
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