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Earlier this year I posted a few sentences about the passing of Hall of
Fame sports broadcaster Ernie Harwell. As a fan (or in the case of the
Lions, a regular mourner) of Detroit sports, I grew up hanging on every call
and game description Ernie painted for listeners on Tiger’s radio. He was
a constant in my baseball memory bank long after he retired from the radio
booth. The same could be said for longtime manager Sparky Anderson
who died Thursday. Regardless of whether ( or not) you rooted for the
Cincinnati Reds of the 70′s, or the Tigers from the 80′s through the Strike
season, Sparky was the crank that turned a lot of great baseball teams.
He was the guy I’d want arguing with the umpires and the one manager
that raised getting tossed from ball games to a singular art form. Rather

than eulogizing him with a post, and moping about how two of three baseball guys I grew up learning
the game from (Harwell, Anderson and Mr. Tiger himself, Al Kaline) have died this year, I want to
remember the fun they brought to baseball.  Life is not a given, nor is it a constant. Teams and
athletes wither like everything else. So, I think I’ll just remember where I was during that glorious
summer of 1984. Possibility was planted in spring and seen through October, and it was only as I
grew up that the realization dawned on me that not every season is magical.

There are years in the life of every person that direct their path and shape the personality. I like to
think that 1984 and 1998 were mine, although I hope to have a few more. The Tigers started the
season with nine straight wins and never looked back, leading the division for the entire season. For
me, it was a matter of getting out the fourth grade. The previous spring, I’d asked the teachers to
hold me back and the suggestion was taken seriously. In my little heart of hearts, I knew that I’d not
learned a thing and spent a year getting paddled. One year and three elementary schools later, I’d
managed to get through. The achievement was celebrated in various ways. I shouldn’t have been
rewarded, but the accomplishment was such a relief to my beleaguered parents that I was given a
pair of red leather sidewalk skates and a pizza dinner. The pizza was Dominoes, which was fitting.
We listened to Dominoes founder Tom Monahan’s Tigers nightly on radio, waking up to hear scores
and marvelling at how far ahead the team was moving against their second place rivals.

I stood on a stool for most of that summer. Each morning I’d catch a bus at
6:00 a.m. and go work for my dad at his lunch counter. Not yet 11, I flipped
burgers and rang up customers at the register for 50¢ an hour. The hours
weren’t so bad. At 3:00 each afternoon I’d go home with a bag of Hostess
cakes, or some sandwiches. The work was fun for a little kid and I was
mostly concerned with saving up for G.I. Joes. One great thing about
summers in that era was that we never had to pay the exorbitant prices for
an authentic ball cap. McDonald’s sold them as a promotion each spring
for under $5.00. I had a nice fielder’s glove, a cap and one of those
cheapy batting helmets that they still sell at the ballpark. Left to my own

devices each day following work, I’d play catch, or more often, G.I. Joe. Old Joe was busy fighting
drug runners that summer. The cocaine smuggling Cobra operatives I invented transported their
wares over the hedge row in my front yard using a Tonka turbo prop plane. We lost some good
Joes in the hedges trying to defeat the smugglers. By the end of summer I’d saved up enough to get
G.I. Joe an $11.00 jet that boasted 19 bombs and missiles, a front mounted Gatling gun and a tail
gunner. The smugglers were pulverized and Reagan’s America was safe. My favorite Joe was later
retrieved from the hedge jungle and reunited with his long-lost love, the only female G.I. Joe I owned.
We never told him how busy she’d been on base that summer, being the only girl and all.

My parents were out at a party on the night of Game 5 of the World Series and I pleaded to stay
home and babysit my sister. The details are a bit fuzzy, but I remember Kirk Gibson’s three run shot
as clearly as I do the day my daughter was born, or the day I met my wife. I slid off the couch and sat
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on the floor after cheering for several minutes. I may change political affiliations, or preferences
about what I appreciate in people, but from that moment on I’ve been a Tiger fan. Sparky was a part
of that and I’m sorry to see him pass away. Like a marriage with ups and lows, I’ll always have that
infatuation summer and Sparky’s “bless you boys.” Thanks from a fan.
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