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Pitcher perfect

Baseball star Clayton Kershaw has won countless awards and is the highest-paid player
in the game. But, as Derek James discovers, the star pitcher for the LA Dodgers is
driven by more than just money and personal accolades

F

or those not familiar with
baseball, Clayton Kershaw is
to pitching what Lionel Messi
is to football, LeBron James is to
basketball, or Novak Djokovic is to
tennis. To put it simply: the guy is
good, very good.
After being drafted straight out
of high school by the LA Dodgers
in 2006, it took him less than two
years to work his way through the
minor leagues, earning his Major
League Baseball (MLB) debut in
2008 aged just 20, making him
the youngest player in the league at
the time. Since then, the accolades
have come almost as fast as one of
his pitches.
In addition to being named a
National League All-Star in five
successive seasons, Kershaw has
picked up three Cy Young Awards
for being the National League’s
best pitcher and was named the
MLB’s Most Valuable Player in
2014 – becoming the first National
League pitcher in nearly half a
century to win the award. He also
signed a record-breaking US$215

‘OUR EXPECTATIONS FOR
HIM ARE UNFAIR. YET HE
MEETS THEM. WE ALL KNOW
HOW FORTUNATE WE ARE.
I HOPE ALL OF BASEBALL
KNOWS AND UNDERSTANDS
WHAT THEY’RE WATCHING
RIGHT NOW’
TEAM-MATE A.J. ELLIS
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million seven-year contract with
the Dodgers in 2014, with Forbes
currently ranking him as the highest
paid player in baseball.
And in a sport obsessed by
statistics, Kershaw’s numbers are
earning comparisons with some of
baseball’s finest ever pitchers, with
the 28-year-old left-hander’s earned
run average (ERA) the lowest among
starters in the live-ball era with a
minimum of 1,000 innings pitched,
while in 2014 he became the first
pitcher in history to lead the MLB in
ERA for four consecutive years.
What’s even more frightening
for batters than one of his fastballs,
sliders or curveballs, however, is the
fact that he just seems to be getting
better. Last season, he became the
first pitcher since 2002 – and just
the 11th in Major League history –
to strikeout 300 batters in a single
campaign, while his form so far in
2016 has led many commentators
to ask if Kershaw could be the best
pitcher ever.
As his Dodgers team-mate A.J.
Ellis recently told reporters following
another game-winning performance
by the team’s star pitcher: “Our
expectations in this clubhouse for
him are unfair. What we expect him
to do, each time he pitches, it’s
definitely unfair. Yet he meets them.
I know we all know how fortunate
we are. I hope all of baseball knows
and understands what they’re
watching right now.”

Being touted as potentially the
greatest pitcher ever underlines just
how far Kershaw has come since
taking up the game at Highland
Park High School in a small town
just north of Dallas, Texas. As a
kid, he also played soccer, football
and basketball and his talents
with a baseball in hand weren’t
immediately obvious. Even Kershaw
himself struggles to remember his
earliest games.
“I think the first memories I
have are just playing catch in the
front yard, playing with neighbours,
playing with friends, playing with
my dad, just anything – I remember
those times,” he recalls. “Not so
much games or certain memories in
certain games.”
Considering everything he has
achieved since he was at High
School, it’s amazing to think that
Kershaw wasn’t even the brightest
sporting prospect in his class. As a
freshman at Highland Park, Kershaw
played centre on the football team
and the quarterback he hiked the
ball to was Matthew Stafford,
who would go on to be the first
overall NFL draft pick in 2009 and
the starting quarterback for the
Detroit Lions.
“We grew up with each other.
We were pretty good buddies all
the way up,” explains Kershaw.
“We played soccer starting in the
second grade. That was the first
sport we played together. I was the

goalie. I wasn’t very fast. I was a
little pudgy kid. He might have been
a little more athletic than I was. We
started playing baseball together
that year, too. We played baseball
up until my sophomore year in
high school, when he quit to focus
on football. I quit football after my
freshman year.”
With football out of the way,
Kershaw was able to focus on
developing his baseball talents,
aided by a growth spurt that
saw him shoot up several inches
between his sophomore and junior
years, adding power and velocity to
his already excellent control from
the mound.
“By the end of his junior year,
you could tell he was special,”
recalls Lew Kennedy, Kershaw’s
varsity baseball coach. “People were
taking notice by then. There were a
lot of radar guns in the stands.”
It was at this time that colleges
across the US began to take notice
of Kershaw’s considerable talents
– and a career in baseball began to
look like a possibility.
“In high school I started growing
a little bit and throwing a little
harder,” says Kershaw. “My junior
year some colleges were starting
to talk to me. So I thought maybe
I might be able to go play college ➤
Right: Kershaw has become one
of baseball’s biggest stars since
his major league debut in 2008
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‘ELLEN’S ALWAYS DONE A
GOOD JOB OF MAKING ME
LAUGH WHEN I’VE FAILED.
YOU TRY NOT TO TAKE IT
HOME, BUT SHE LETS ME
VENT A LITTLE BIT AND
THEN WE MOVE ON’
CLAYTON KERSHAW

baseball, get my college paid for,
that sort of thing. Then my senior
year I started throwing a little
harder and I turned out to have a
really good year. And it really went
from there.”
That “really good year” saw
Kershaw lead Highland Park to a
perfect record of 13 wins and zero
losses, with an ERA of 0.77 as
he claimed 139 strikeouts in 64
innings pitched. In a playoff game
against Northwest High School of
Justin, Texas, Kershaw even pitched
a perfect game, striking out all 15
batters he faced.
He was eventually selected by
USA Today as the “High School
Baseball Player of the Year”, while
Baseball America called him “the
top high school prospect” in the
country, drawing the attention of
college scouts from across the
US. Among those to offer him
a scholarship was Texas A&M
University, where his high school
sweetheart, Ellen Melson, would
be attending that autumn. When
the LA Dodgers chose Kershaw
with the seventh overall pick in
the 2006 MLB draft, however, the
young pitcher chose to skip college

and start playing professional
baseball right away.
By May 2008, after less than
two years in the minor leagues,
Kershaw received his first call-up
to the majors with the Dodgers,
proving that his decision to go
pro had been the right one. The
first person he called to share the
news with was Ellen.
“It was surreal,” she recalls. “I
mean, it was incredible that I saw
Clayton play as a high-schooler,

coming up, and it’s just been
incredible to see this journey.”
And since that MLB debut in
2008, Ellen has been by Kershaw’s
side at every step of that journey.
The couple married in December
2010 and celebrated the birth of
their daughter, Cali, in January
2015. Less than 24 hours later,
Kershaw flew across the country
to accept his third Cy Young Award
at the annual Baseball Writers
Association awards banquet in New
York City.
“That was a crazy 48 hours
right there, with not a lot of sleep,”
he recalls. “But Cali’s so great
and she’s so fun. Every little thing
she does – like the first time she
smiled – it’s just really exciting
and really fun to be around her.
It’s something special that you
can’t really put into words.”
For Kershaw – who is famously
fastidious in his preparation and
hard on himself after defeat – being

a husband to Ellen and a father to
baby Cali has helped put baseball
into perspective.
“I think I’m the same guy on the
baseball field, but Ellen’s always
done a good job of making me laugh
or something like that when I’ve
failed. You try not to take it home,
but she lets me vent a little bit and
then we move on. Now [with Cali]
when I go home, baseball is not
even on the radar. I just get to see
Cali and that puts baseball even
more on the backburner. So I can
be hard on myself on the field and
then go home and everything will
be all right.”
Also helping to keep his
perspective in life is the work he and
Ellen do with Kershaw’s Challenge
– a charity they founded after
visiting Zambian orphans in 2011.
It is a cause that has been close to
Ellen’s heart since she first visited
the country during college and, after
taking Kershaw there following their
wedding, the couple were keen to
help in any way they could.
“By the time that [Ellen and ➤
Left: Kershaw married his high
school sweetheart Ellen in 2010
Below: The 28-year-old is
on course for another record
breaking season in the MLB
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I] had been dating, she had been
thinking about it, and she had told
me that it’s something that’s really
been put on her heart. She’s been
so involved in my passion, which
is baseball, and I knew that if we
were ever to get married, that’s her
passion. And so literally three weeks
after we get married, I’m on a plane
over there.”
The funds raised by Kershaw’s
Challenge have since allowed
the couple to build an orphanage
in Lusaka, Zambia, as well as
benefiting charitable organisations
in Los Angeles, Dallas and the
Dominican Republic.
“Baseball is so much fun;
I have a blast getting to do it,”
Kershaw says. “But at the end
of the day, when kids are being
helped, that’s where Ellen and I
find our passion – trying to help
kids who can’t help themselves.
“I’ve always known that baseball
for me is just a God-given ability,
something that I did nothing to
deserve. I also know that baseball is
a great platform for things outside of
baseball. Thankfully a lot of people
love baseball, so they care about
what you’re doing off the field, and
that creates a great platform for

what we’re trying to do. So we know
with the platform that we have, we
can impact a lot of people.”
While Kershaw’s humanitarian
work has given him perspective
away from the field, his focus and
drive when he’s on the mound
remain undiminished.
“I think ultimately we’re all
here because we want to win.
As competitors, winning is what
drives you. There are going to be
days where you feel like you don’t
want to do something, or you don’t
want to put the work in. But in
the back of your mind, you know
you’re going to do whatever you
think you need to do to win. So
for me, whatever I do is based on
that. Another thing too is I know
I have a responsibility. Especially
the contract that the Dodgers gave
me, I know that they expect a lot

out of me and I expect a lot out
of myself, and I want to live up
to that responsibility. Part of it is
my faith too, knowing that God
gave me the ability to do this so
I’m going to work as hard as I
possibly can.”
But despite all that hard
work, determination and Godgiven ability – not to mention all
the personal accolades – there
still remains a notable omission
from Kershaw’s otherwise
impressive CV: a World Series
title. And while the Dodgers
have qualified for the playoffs in
five of the last eight seasons –
including each of the last three
– the team haven’t made it to
the MLB’s championship decider
since they last won the crown in
1988 and Kershaw is desperate
to bring those glory days back to
Southern California.
“The goal is always to make
it to the playoffs, regardless of
where you ended up last year,
and the goal is always to win
the whole thing every year,” he
says. “Every team says that. So
the way I look at it, 29 teams
fail every year, and one team
succeeds. It’s no different for us.
No different for me personally.
It’s the same thing this year.”
He adds: “I’ve gotten
to do a lot of things in
the game now, and
I’ve gotten to go
the postseason
five times now.
Obviously had
some failures
in the

‘I KNOW I HAVE A
RESPONSIBILITY WITH
THE CONTRACT THAT THE
DODGERS GAVE ME. THEY
EXPECT A LOT OUT OF ME
AND I EXPECT A LOT OUT OF
MYSELF. I WANT TO LIVE UP
TO THAT RESPONSIBILITY’
CLAYTON KERSHAW
postseason. All the individual
awards are great, but you see
that last team celebrating at the
end of the season. It looks like a
lot of fun.”
Despite his previous failures
in the playoffs, Kershaw doesn’t
believe he should be judged
on his apparent inability to win
games in the postseason so far
in his career.
“I don’t really judge myself. I
don’t really judge other players,”
he says. “My goal is to win just for
the teammates and the guys in our
room. That’s the most important
thing to me. So you look at guys’
success, guys’ careers. I think
you have to take everything into
account, but, yeah, at the end of
the day you want to win the World
Series. That’s what we play for.”
With Kershaw’s impressive
performances so far this season,
Dodgers fans are already hoping
that maybe this could finally be
their year, but Kershaw remains
focused on the task at hand, even
when faced with headlines that
claim he could be the greatest
pitcher of all time.
“I think the key word there is
‘could’,” he says. “There’s a lot
of stuff that needs to be done
before that.”
Earning a first World Series
ring later this year would certainly
be a good start. ■
Left: Kershaw’s impressive
performaces for the Dodgers so
far this season have given their
long-suffering fans hope that
they may soon end their 28-year
World Series drought
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