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CAL RIPKEN JR .
ON BEING A STRUGGLING EARL WEAVER ROOKIE

L
102

Cal Ripken Jr. made the sports world safe for heroes in September
1995, when he played his 2,131st consecutive game to best Lou Gehrig’s
legendary record. The Hall of Famer was a Rookie of the Year, two-time
Most Valuable Player, World Series champion, and ultimately one of the
greatest shortstops ever to play the game. But most people have
forgotten that Ripken’s stellar career didn’t begin that way at all—in
his first three months in the big leagues, Cal Ripken batted a shocking
.125. How strange, then, that the manager who didn’t blow his stack
was, amazingly enough . . . Earl Weaver.

L

et’s face it, everyone associated
with the Orioles in the early 1980s
had a healthy fear of Earl Weaver. Especially as a young rookie, you didn’t want to
get on his bad side. You knew how emotional
he was. How he would rip anyone’s head off
—particularly an umpire he didn’t agree with.
You see enough replays of this little guy ranting and raving and turning red in the face
with anger, and you want to make sure he
never, ever gets mad at you.
The day I was called up to the big leagues in
August of 1981, Earl sat me down in his office
at old Memorial Stadium and told me across
his old metal desk, “I’m gonna get you right in
there tonight.” He wanted me to get my feet

wet right away in a situation that wasn’t too
pressurized, so he had me pinch-run for Ken
Singleton in the twelfth inning of our game
against the Royals. I got out there and actually
wound up scoring the winning run in front of
my new home fans. And two days later, I
started for the first time. I played third base
and went 0-for-2 against Kansas City. I got my
first hit another four days after that.
Playing under Earl really was pressure. My
first exposure to him, that spring of 1981, I remember doing ground-ball drills with Doug
DeCinces at third. I had a little indecision on
one play and Earl jumped my butt.“That right
there can never happen in a game!” he yelled.
“They’re giving us an out!” He expected you
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to execute at a high level. You were afraid to
make a mistake.
I hit only .128 during those last two
months of 1981—lots of mistakes, considering I was viewed as one of the team’s top prospects. But I still earned the starting thirdbase job the next spring and even hit a home
run on Opening Day. Then things went bad.
Really, really bad.
In my next 52 at-bats, I got only four hits.
But instead of riding me, just when I deserved
to get yelled at, Earl did exactly the opposite.
He kept putting my name in the lineup and
telling me, “Hey, kid, you’ll be all right.” (Well,
he did have a few pointed words: I’d sit down
on the bench after striking out, and he’d
grumble, “Take the good ones and swing at
the bad ones—how the hell is that going to
work?”) But while everyone was giving me
hitting advice—be more aggressive, be more
passive, everyone had something for me—he
told me not to listen and to trust my instincts.
I was just a rookie but he never talked about
sending me down to Triple-A. He showed incredible confidence in me.
One day he had me take batting practice
with my father, a coach with the Orioles, on
the mound. Outside pitches had been giving
me trouble, and Dad kept throwing pitches
on the outside part of the zone. I noticed the
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pattern and started diving toward the ball a
little sooner, and next thing I knew I was
pounding those pitches over the wall three or
four in a row. It became real easy. Earl was
standing behind the cage and he said only one

hadn’t been my manager that first month of
1982. People forget how much I struggled. I
honestly believe that another manager would
have sent me back down to Triple-A, and who
knows what would have happened then? I’ve

“I honestly believe that another manager would
have sent me back down to Triple-A, and who
knows what would have happened then?”
thing: “Guess you can handle the outside corner.” And then he walked away.
I never found out, but I’ll bet Earl set this
up with Dad beforehand to make me feel better about myself. He cared a lot about his
players. He just had a funny way of showing
it sometimes.
And, boy, did his trick work. I got hot soon
after that and rode it all the way to the end of
the season—I finished with a .264 average, 28
home runs, 93 runs batted in, and won the
Rookie of the Year award. The next season, I
was the American League’s Most Valuable
Player and we won the World Series.
Looking back now, I have to wonder what
my career would have been like if Earl Weaver
CAL

RIPKEN

JR.

seen so many young players who don’t have
success right away get sent down to the minors and never live up to their potential. How
lucky I was to come up under Earl Weaver—a
guy who knew the big picture and stuck with
me. ◆
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