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NEWS

YANKS NO HEADACHE TO RODRIGUEZ
By MIKE BERARDINO ON BASEBALL
South Florida Sun-Sentinel • Mar 05, 2001 at 12:00 am

TAMPA -- — Henry Rodriguez won't lie to you. He admits there

were times this winter when he thought his baseball career might be

over.

He could not shake the migraine headaches that plagued him during

his two-month stint with the Marlins at the end of last season. He

could not summon the energy to drag himself out of his home in the

Dominican Republic. He did not work out, did not take batting

practice and, frankly, he did not care.

At 33, he was beginning to wonder if he weren't washed up. "When

something like that happens, you always think about what's going to

happen to you next," he said. "How are you going to feel two

months from now, three months from now? Are you going to be able

to play?"

It wasn't like his agents were fighting off suitors. Once the Marlins

paid $600,000 to buy out his contract for 2001, Rodriguez sat there

like a Gino Vanelli album in the bargain bin. Untouched and

unnoticed.

"I thought I was going to go home and stay home," Rodriguez said.

Gradually things improved. His doctors kept changing medications

until finally the migraines disappeared. The last was in January.

Next came a bolt from the heavens. The New York Yankees called.

They were interested in signing Rodriguez as an insurance policy.

There were no guarantees of playing time, no promises whatsoever,

but it took Rodriguez seconds to make his decision.

"When I heard the Yankees were interested, I was like, Yeah!"

Rodriguez said from his locker at Legends Field, the team's spring

training home. "I mean, it's the Yankees, man. The world

champions."

Rodriguez knew he might get more at-bats somewhere else, but he

also recognized the one gaping hole in his resume. He signed a one-

year deal with a $1 million guarantee plus incentives.

"I want a [World Series] ring," he said. "This is my ninth year in the

big leagues. I don't want to retire without a ring. The Yankees are

the Yankees. Everybody wants to play for the Yankees because you

have a chance to win every year. It doesn't matter if somebody is

hurt or the whole team is hurt. ... It's like a dream."

Matters have only improved since the start of spring training. Shane

Spencer, projected as the left fielder, continues to struggle with

patellar tendinitis in his knees. The condition is not related to

surgery to repair a torn anterior cruciate ligament last season, and

the Yankees are openly concerned about his availability for Opening

Day.

Spencer's problems have pushed Rodriguez into a three-man rotation

to share left field and designated hitter. David Justice and Glenallen

Hill are the others.

Rodriguez started in left field in the Yankees' first three exhibition

games.

"We have to find some things out, but [Rodriguez is] a threat,"

manager Joe Torre said. "He's capable of hitting the ball out of the

park. We just need to get him comfortable where his ability is going

to show. He has a lot of experience. I've liked him since early in his

career, when he was with the Dodgers."

Don't be fooled. Even though he was terribly listless with the

Marlins, managing just two homers and a .269 batting average after

the Chicago Cubs dumped his $4.5 million salary, Rodriguez can

still hit. He can fall out of bed and go 3 for 4.

He's also one of those throwback guys, the kind of old-school-

baseball player who lets himself get out of shape in winter, then

sweats himself back into form in spring. Rodriguez showed up at

Yankees camp about 10 pounds overweight.

He's back down to 224, his playing weight, after just two weeks and

would like to drop a few more pounds.

He did not touch a bat all winter, then homered off a Yankees minor

league pitcher with his first swing of the first intrasquad game.

"Unbelievable," Rodriguez said, shaking his head. "That was

amazing."

Even more amazing has been his daily access to Yankee greats who

serve as spring instructors. Rodriguez is a pretty mellow character. It

takes a lot to get him excited, but a childlike awe creeps into his

voice as he goes through a roll call of pinstriped heroes.

Don Mattingly. Reggie Jackson. Goose Gossage. Ron Guidry. Yogi

Berra. And on and on.

Rodriguez had a taste of that fantasy-camp atmosphere last year

with the Marlins, who employ Hall of Famer Tony Perez and future

Hall of Famer Andre Dawson as special assistants.

But this, Rodriguez said, is almost ridiculous. An embarrassment of

riches, like everything else about the Yankees.

"Hawk and Tony do a great job," Rodriguez said. "They go out of

their way to help you. Those guys are awesome. But there's so many

of these guys here."

Why, just the other day, he was taking batting tips from Mr. October

between rounds in the cage.

"Reggie was talking to me about staying inside the ball and driving

it," Rodriguez said. "What he was saying was true. I'm off a little

bit. ... When a guy like that talks to you, yeah, you've got to listen."

Rodriguez looked around the room. Over in one corner there was

Gossage, slurping a bowl of soup. Across the way Reggie was

hunkering down with a prospect.

H-Rod shook his head. No wonder baseball people have talked for

years about the Yankee Effect, the notion that a mediocre or

struggling player can merely pull on the pinstripes and -- voila! -- do

things he hasn't done in years ... or ever.

Who needs Lourdes when you've got the Bronx?

"I can't believe these guys are out here and all together," Rodriguez

said. "I can't wait to meet Yogi. I can't wait to meet all of them.

They're all legends. When you're around these people, they make

you feel like you're important, too."

Mike Berardino can be reached at mberardino@sun-sentinel.com.
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