
 SMR August 2018 25

Rico Petrocelli has memories – great ones! 

A power-hitter who played with the 

Boston Red Sox from 1963 until 1976, Petrocelli 

was the first shortstop in the American League to hit 

40 home runs in a single season, a record that stood 

until Alex Rodriguez bettered him by two in 1998. 

Getting called up to the majors in 1963 meant 

Petrocelli got to face some of the game’s greatest 

pitchers and defend against many of its most leg-

endary hitters. He also got to know a lot of them on a 

personal level.  

“The greatest thing for me was getting called by the 

Red Sox at 20 because a lot of the big-name players I 

had been watching since I was a kid were still playing: 

Willie Mays, Hank Aaron, and Mickey Mantle, who had 

been my childhood idol,” explains Petrocelli. “That was a 
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huge thrill for me – to actually be out on the field playing against 

these giants of the game.” 

One of Petrocelli’s biggest thrills came early on in his career 

when the Red Sox were playing the New York Yankees.

“During my rookie season, I had my first encounter with 

Mickey Mantle,” Petrocelli recalls. “I had hit a single and Mickey 

was playing first base. As soon as I got to first, I just stood there 

and wondered if I should say anything to him. I’m thinking: 

‘Mickey Mantle is right next to me! Should I say hello, introduce 

myself to him, or ask him how he’s doing?’ I didn’t know what 

to do. And then I started to think: ‘What if I say something and 

he doesn’t respond or gives me a look and tells me to leave 

him alone?’”

“If that happened, I would have been crushed because he 

was my idol. I remember the count was two balls and no strikes 

on the hitter. I had been taking a few good leads off the base, 

and when I returned after one of them, we made eye contact 

for a moment and he said hello to me. That was a great thrill 

I’ll never forget, that Mickey Mantle said hi to me. I wished I 

could have stood there for an hour talking to him,” Petrocelli 

adds laughing.

As the years went by, Petrocelli saw his wish come true. “I 

got to spend time with Mickey, who always loved to talk about 

New York,” Petrocelli remembers. “He loved everything about 

the city and that he was a part of the excitement of it all.”

Petrocelli also has fond memories of his teammate Tony 

Conigliaro and the legendary Roberto Clemente.

“I always enjoyed talking to Clemente,” says Petrocelli. “He 

loved to talk about his family. He was a very family oriented guy. 

And he was also very proud to be from Puerto Rico. He loved his 

country, and I have a lot of memories of the stories he would 

tell me of his life there when he was growing up.”

As for Conigliaro, a player whose promising career suffered 

following a serious injury and who was plagued with poor health 

that would claim his life at the age of 45, Petrocelli’s voice 

lowers to a reverent tone as he remembers him. 

“Tony C. had the ability to become a Hall of Famer,” Pet-

rocelli opines. “He had a natural power swing and was a fear-

less hitter. He and I became great friends. We would go to his 

family’s home for the holidays, Christmas and Thanksgiving. 

He and his family were just like my family.” 

Petrocelli says that from the time his playing days ended 
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and on through to today, people always ask him about the leg-

endary players and Hall of Famers he played with and against.

“They want to know what these guys were like and what my 

impressions of them were,” says Petrocelli. “When I’m around 

young ballplayers today, they’re fascinated with the stories 

about these guys, some of whom have been gone since before 

they were even born. But they really listen when I tell them sto-

ries about Clemente, Mantle, and Aaron. They’re in awe, and 

I understand that, because I was in awe when I was around 

them. I’m still in awe when I remember my times with them.”

There were three other people who were also in awe of 

Petrocelli’s stories: his friend Tom Zappala, who co-hosts “The 

GR8 American Collectibles Show” podcast with Petrocelli, 

Tom’s wife, Ellen, who, along with her husband, has co-au-

thored award-winning sports books, and Joe Orlando, CEO of 

Collectors Universe, Inc. and editor-in-chief of Sports Market 

Report (SMR).

That awe led to an idea, which, in turn, led to a fascinating 

new book, An All-Star’s Cardboard Memories (Peter E. Randall 

Publisher, 2018), that features the personalities, playing styles, 

and baseball trading cards of over 50 Hall of Famers who played 

between 1960 and 1990. 

From Mickey Mantle, Yogi Berra, and Sandy Koufax, to 

George Brett, Carlton Fisk, and Robin Yount, Petrocelli (with 

the help of the Zappalas) shares his memories and thoughts 

about these greats of the game, while Orlando offers insight on 

the rarity and popularity of each player’s baseball card issues.

“People who love baseball, who love the legends of the 

game, will love this book,” says Petrocelli. “It’s a collection of my 

memories of them as real people who had families, problems, 

and lives just like all of us. So many of them did great things 

for different charitable causes, or for people who needed help, 

or for their communities. They were leaders. They led by being 

examples to young players – guys just coming up who were 

down because they were in a hitting slump or something.”

“These guys were flesh-and-blood human beings who 

cared a lot about the game and about their teammates and 

the fans. They made a commitment to be the best they could 
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be on the field. They went out there and performed every day. 

But, they also had a commitment to their family and the people 

they met. They weren’t perfect. They failed at times and had 

flaws just like everybody does. I got to see these guys who will 

be remembered forever – guys who are icons. I’m so grateful I 

had that opportunity, the chance to see them in the flesh and 

get to know them. Sure, they were legends. But they were also 

human beings, which is what this book is about.”    

SMR caught up with Tom and Ellen Zappala as they were 

putting the finishing touches on An All-Star’s Cardboard Mem-

ories, which will be released in August at the National Sports 

Collectors Convention in Cleveland, Ohio. 

As authors of the magnificent sports collectibles books 

The T206 Collection: The Players & Their Stories, The Cracker 

Jack Collection: Baseball’s Prized Players, The 100 Greatest 

Baseball Autographs, and Legendary Lumber: The Top 100 

Player Bats in Baseball History, Tom weighed in on the impetus 

for their current tome.

Tom Zappala (TZ): A while back, Joe Orlando and I were 

chatting about the books we’ve done and how they have been 

well received. During our conversation, I told him about an 

idea I had for another book that would be something a little 

different. The idea came from my radio co-host Rico Petrocelli. 

Over the years, Rico and I have become good friends, and 

while I knew quite a bit about his career with the Red Sox, I 

never really gave much thought to the extremely interesting 

era in which he played. It was an era that overlapped two 

generations of baseball. When he was a rookie, he played with 

the greats like Willie Mays, Sandy Koufax, and Don Drysdale. 

Then, by the time he finished his career, he was playing with 

Dennis Eckersley, Goose Gossage, and George Brett. So, his 

career stretched over two very distinct generations of the game. 

During those 13 years that he played, he would bump into 

these guys at events and play against them in spring training, 

during the season, and at All-Star Games. He got to know a lot 

of players pretty well, and when they would see one another, 

they would catch-up on their families, talk about the game, 

and life in general. 

So, I asked Joe for his feelings about my idea, which was 

for Ellen and me to do a series of interviews with Rico about his 

memories of all the legends and Hall of Famers he played with 

or against. I then thought it would be great if Joe would write 

narratives on the cards of those players. Joe said he thought it 

was a great idea, so I ran it past Rico, who also loved the idea, 



32 August 2018 SMR

and we were off doing another book. 

Sports Market Report (SMR): There are a couple of play-

ers in the book who Rico didn’t play with or against or weren’t 

Hall of Famers. What was the reason for their inclusion?

TZ: Yes, there are a few we felt we had to include, like Tony 

Conigliaro. He had been Rico’s best friend. He was in Rico’s 

wedding, and Rico was a pallbearer at his funeral. That makes 

for a poignant and emotional part of the book because Rico 

talks about when Tony got hit by that pitch and how he never 

fully came back after that – how he ended up having a heart 

attack and a stroke and dying in his forties. 

SMR: Can you give our readers a sense of what they will 

find in your new book?

TZ: Well, I can tell you what they won’t find: some behind-

the-scenes stories that Rico told me we couldn’t print [laughs]. 

But what they will find is a unique look at the human side of 

these guys who are historic figures – icons. 

One of the stories that comes to mind is Rico’s memories of 

Yogi Berra. Rico grew up in New York and he became really good 

friends with Yogi because of the Italian connection. When they 

would see one another they didn’t talk baseball, they would talk 

about their families and recipes – how to make great sauce. 

There are a lot of stories like that in the book which showcase 

the human side of these guys. 

He talks about why he thought Drysdale would throw 

pitches at batters to keep them off balance and offers his 

prospective on facing some of the greatest pitchers of all time 

like Nolan Ryan, Sandy Koufax, and Bob Gibson. 

SMR: With all the great stories Rico has, how did you 

decide on which ones to use?

TZ: That was a big challenge; the book could have easily 

been twice the size with all the stories. 

SMR: Do you have a favorite story? 

TZ: I think the Mickey Mantle stories are favorites because 

Rico so greatly admired him. One story that stands out is from 

his first All-Star Game. Mantle was at the end of his career, 

and his age and lifestyle were taking their toll. Rico remembers 

Mantle walking into the locker room late and getting all taped 

up. He then went out to the plate, took three pitches, swung 

for three strikes, put his bat down, said goodbye to the guys, 

and that was it; he was back in the locker room, changed, out 

to a cab, and gone. 

Another little interesting tidbit is that Rico caught the last 

ball Mantle ever hit. He remembers catching it and then tossing 
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Cultivating and Igniting the Cardboard Collectors 
When it comes to hearing and sharing great stories about 

professional athletes, sports cards, sports memorabilia collec-

tors, and their collections, few, if any, have heard and shared 

more than Joe Orlando. 

In his role as the CEO of Collectors Universe, Inc., pres-

ident of Professional Sports Authenticator (PSA), and the 

editor-in-chief of Sports Market Report (SMR), Orlando has 

dedicated his professional career to strengthening the sports 

collectibles hobby through third-party authentication and 

grading and by providing information and relevant content to 

collectors of every genre and level.  

As a part of his commitment to sharing educational and 

entertaining information, Orlando has collaborated with Tom 

and Ellen Zappala on five sports-collecting related books in-

cluding their latest offering, An All-Star’s Cardboard Memories.   

Sports Market Report (SMR): Working with the Zappa-

las, you have compiled an impressive canon of work that 

has tremendous appeal to sports memorabilia and card 

collectors. What are your feelings about this latest addition?

Joe Orlando (JO): To begin with, I can’t believe this is the 

fifth book we have worked on together. It just goes to show that 

time really does fly. The first two focused on specific baseball 

card sets: the 1909-11 T206 and 1914/15 Cracker Jack is-

sues. We then turned our sights to autographs and professional 

that would make him gag. There’s just so many of those kind 

of stories – stories that really humanize these iconic players.

An All-Star’s Cardboard Memories is a collaborative effort by authors Tom and 
Ellen Zappala, Collectors Universe CEO Joe Orlando, Red Sox Hall of Famer 
Rico Petrocelli, a foreword by Dr. Jim Lonborg, and stunning photographs 
by Christina Good. The book will be released at the 2018 National Sports 
Collectors Convention in Cleveland, Ohio, and will also be available at www.
tomzappalamedia.com. Please feel free to contact SMR at SMR@PSAcard.com 
if you have any questions or comments. 

it on the mound as he ran off the field. Of course, he regrets 

not keeping that ball. Imagine if that was still around – the very 

last ball Mantle ever hit. 

I also thought his memories of Orlando Cepeda were 

interesting. He said that Cepeda reminded him of the char-

acter Pedro Cerrano in the film Major League. He always had 

the Latin music going, and he made Rico drink these energy 

drinks he made from papaya, pineapple, and other exotic stuff 
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model bats for the following two books. 

Before we embarked on the current project, Tom and I 

had a conversation about bringing the attention back to cards. 

This time, however, we wanted to cover a much wider array of 

cards instead of just covering one or two sets. It didn’t take 

long for the concept to develop once Tom mentioned that Rico 

Petrocelli wanted to be involved and share his experiences 

on the field. 

We looked at Rico’s fantastic career and realized that he 

shared an era with some of the biggest names in baseball 

history. After Tom and Ellen compiled the list of Hall of Famers 

who Rico either played with or against, the book almost wrote 

itself. Rico could share personal stories about each of these 

legends and I could help provide a basic recap of their career 

in collectibles. The book is extremely visual and a great way to 

introduce new collectors to our wonderful hobby.

SMR: Is there any particular story in the book you espe-

cially enjoy as a diehard baseball fan?

JO: Well, I don’t want to give too much away before it comes 

out, but I enjoyed Rico’s stories and perspectives throughout 

the book. From getting yelled at by Ted Williams for taking an 

elderly Warren Spahn deep during an Old-Timers’ Game at 

Fenway Park to Frank Robinson’s competitive nature on the 

field after being knocked down in the batter’s box, the stories 

are terrific. Rico wasn’t just a spectator with a front row seat. 

He was an All-Star in his own right, playing alongside these 

legends year after year. 

SMR: When it comes to the cards of the players featured 

in the book, how were they selected?

JO: Each section of the book contains a summary of the 

cards and collectibles that were manufactured bearing the 

player’s likeness during their active playing days. Of course, 

we were limited on space, so it would be impossible to cover 

every card or interesting story about that player’s collectibles, 

but we wanted to provide a snapshot for each legend. 

Following the summary, and to close each player section, 

we identified two interesting cards. The first is called “The 

Card” and the second is “One Card to Watch.” The first card is 

self-explanatory. This is the card the hobby-at-large considers 

the most important for that player. In most cases, this is the 

player’s mainstream rookie card, but there are a few exceptions 

to that rule. The second card allowed for much more subjectivity 

and creative leeway. 

There were no exact criteria used during the selection 

process. In some cases, a great rarity was selected. In others, 

a slightly overlooked issue that may be an affordable alterna-

tive or one with a bright future was chosen. The key was to 

make sure that these picks were interesting, for one reason 

or another.   

SMR: Did this book give you the opportunity to feature 

a card (or cards) that you feel haven’t been given their due?

JO: I think the “One Card to Watch” section for each player 

really gave us the opportunity to discuss some cards that don’t 

always get enough coverage or attention. 

Sometimes, it’s because the card issue may be perceived 

as somewhat esoteric since it isn’t offered for sale anywhere 

near the frequency that more mainstream cards are. There 

are other cases where we thought a specific card deserved a 

closer look because, upon review, it’s surprising the issue isn’t 

more widely collected in today’s market. 

Furthermore, inside the initial hobby summaries for each 

player, we tried to include some interesting stories about every-

thing from lesser known collectibles to scarce variations. Since 

we weren’t limited to one player, set, or era, it really enabled us 

to cover more ground. The collectibles discussed in this book 

were produced over six different decades.  

SMR: All someone would need to do is look through the 

first couple pages of An All-Star’s Cardboard Memories to 

be intrigued by the stories and beautiful images. We have 

to know, did you have as much fun working on this book as 

people will have reading it?    

JO: As always, it was a real pleasure working with the Zap-

palas. Tom and Ellen are real pros and having an outstanding 

former player like Rico involved really lends credibility to the 

book. 

I loved the concept from the beginning because it blends 

the love of the game itself with the hobby. You don’t have to 

be a hardcore collector to appreciate and enjoy it, and I think 

that’s important. 

At Collectors Universe, we believe in creating and present-

ing informative content to collectors of all genres. Providing 

educational information in an appealing way is one of the most 

important factors when it comes to strengthening the collect-

ibles hobby and cultivating new collectors. It is also a way in 

which we can help encourage dormant collectors who were 

once active to get involved again by igniting the fire within them. 




