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In the beginning

here’s no way you could not notice
Randy Johnson. At nearly seven
feet tall, the former Major League
Baseball star is a force to be
reckoned with—on the field and off—which
earned him the nickname “The Big Unit”
in the initial days of his career.
From his early years of playing sports
and skateboarding with his friends to
winning the World Series, the five-time
Cy Young award-winner and 10-time MLB
All-Star always pursues every endeavor
with determination. Whether it is looking
back over an illustrious baseball career
or traveling the world looking for the next
great photo op, Johnson always remembers the people who helped him get
where he is today.

Johnson is the youngest of six children. His
parents are typical Midwesterners—his dad
was in law enforcement and his mom was
a secretary in their hometown of Duluth,
Minn. After the first five Johnson kids were
born—three girls and two boys—the family
decided to relocate to California. They
made their way to Livermore in 1963,
where the youngest Johnson was born just
a few months after their arrival.
“I had a typical childhood,” Johnson
explains. “Things were a lot easier then.
Everything was a lot simpler.”
Growing up was typical of Johnson’s
generation—surrounded by lots of friends,
playing sports and skateboarding. “I
played a lot of sports,” he explains.
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“Baseball was just one of them. I also
played football, basketball and tennis. I
loved to skateboard.”
Johnson says his parents were
always there for him. “There was no pressure on me from my parents, but they
supported me in whatever I wanted.”
Johnson made the first choice in his
baseball career right out of high school.
He actually had several offers—from
colleges who offered him full athletic
scholarships and as a fourth-round draft
pick for the Atlanta Braves for $50,000.
Johnson turned down the Atlanta Braves
and decided to accept a full scholarship to University of Southern California
(USC). “The decision to go to college
was a good one,” says Johnson. “As a
fourth-round draft pick, I was afraid I’d
get lost in the shuffle as a small fish in a
big pond. I decided that going to USC
gave me an opportunity to further my
education, to learn more about something
I loved—photography—and to learn more
about baseball.”
The gamble paid off. After three
years in college, he was drafted as a
second-round pick by the Montreal Expos
for $85,000. With the Expos, he quickly
became known for his fast pitches, intimidating appearance, and a ton of energy
to boot.

“THAT WAS MY COMFORT ZONE.
PHOTOGRAPHY GIVES ME THAT SAME FOCUS.
IT’S A RELEASE. I GET IN THE ZONE JUST AS
I USED TO WHEN PITCHING.”

Creating a career and a
reputation
Johnson might have started his career
in 1988, but he’s the first to admit that
it took him some time to come into his
own. He spent a year with the Montreal
Expos before joining the Seattle Mariners
in 1989. Johnson would stay in Seattle
until 1998, and began to make a name for
himself there. During his time in Seattle,
he received the Cy Young Award, had the
first of his 300-plus strikeout seasons,
and was an MLB All Star five times.
Over the course of his baseball
career, Johnson played 22 years in the
major leagues. As is common in major
league sports, the choice wasn’t always
his own. He was traded from Seattle
to the Houston Astros in 1998. For
Arizonans, one of his most celebrated
choices came at the end of that year
when he became a free agent.
“I had four teams I considered,”
explains Johnson. “The Dodgers, the
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Rangers, Anaheim, and the Arizona
Diamondbacks.”
Johnson was considered the most
dominating player in baseball that year, so
it was a bit of a risk to go with a team only
in its second year as a franchise. Johnson
signed a four-year contract, with an option
for one more, with the new Diamondbacks
and spent 1999 through 2004 here in the
Valley of the Sun. His four-year contract for
$52.4 million was a far cry from that first
$55,000 offer out of high school.

Playing with the Arizona
Diamondbacks
Johnson says that his time with the
Diamondbacks was the best of his
career. During his time in Arizona, he
was awarded the Cy Young Award four
straight years. More importantly for the
Diamondbacks, its fans and Johnson
himself, he also helped the franchise win
the 2001 World Series against the New
York Yankees.
“It was a fantastic element of my
career,” explains Johnson. “We gelled as
a team for a couple of years. Winning the
World Series was the pinnacle. To beat
the New York Yankees—that makes it even
better,” he laughs.
Johnson says that the World Series
that year was remarkable for many reasons.
The New York Yankees had won the series
the previous three years, so they were tough
opponents for anyone, and particularly for a
new franchise like the Diamondbacks. But
even more dramatic, the World Series was
held in New York just seven weeks after the
September 11 attacks.
“I always tried to remember it took a
lot of work,” says Johnson of his notoriety
following the World Series win. “My
career didn’t take off in my early 20s. I
didn’t take off until late in my career. I
never got caught up in the success. If you
do, you lose track of where you are.”
Johnson’s time with the
Diamondbacks kept leading to more great
moments. On May 18, 2004, Johnson
pitched what was only the 17th perfect
game in baseball history. On June 2,
2004, he pitched a no-hitter. Then, in
2005, he was traded to the New York
Yankees. The 2005-2006 season was
a tough one for Johnson, with a back
injury, back surgery, and the death of his
brother. “People forget we aren’t robots,”

explains Johnson. He returned to Arizona
for 2007-2008, and spent his last year,
2009, playing for the San Francisco
Giants. He officially retired and returned
to Arizona in 2010.
“You don’t play to become a superstar,” Johnson quips. “It just happened.
Along with four knee surgeries, three back
surgeries, and a torn rotator cuff. The success was the reward for working hard.”

Passionate about retirement
Johnson returned home to Arizona and
has embraced his retirement. He has a
chance to pursue his love of photography
that he studied in college and he spends
a lot of time touring with the USO for
American troops stationed abroad. “Lots
of things I enjoy doing didn’t hit the
headlines like baseball, but it’s sometimes
more satisfying for me,” he says.
Photography helps Johnson share
the world he is lucky to experience with
those who might not be able to see it
firsthand. “I was always most at home
between the lines on the mound,” Johnson
says in an attempt to explain why photography is as much a passion for him
today as baseball was for more than two
decades. “That was my comfort zone.
Photography gives me that same focus.
It’s a release. I get in the zone just as I
used to when pitching.”
Johnson loves photographing rock
concerts—often from on-stage with some
of the world’s biggest bands—as well as
what he calls “adrenaline rush events”
such as NASCAR, BMX and surfing. He
also enjoys traveling. “I take my camera
and pay someone as a guide to show me
the sights. The entire trip revolves around
my photography. One of the best experiences was two years ago in Africa. After a
visit to Botswana I went to Rwanda to see
the silverback gorillas. Everything there is a
National Geographic moment,” he laughs.
Some of Johnson’s most moving experiences have been his seven USO tours.
“It’s the most impactful thing I’ve done in my
life,” he says with raw emotion. “I’m seeing
someone else’s son or daughter volunteering for this. Athletes are spoiled. We make a
lot of money. We live in a bubble. But when
you’re seeing kids 19- to 25-years-old willing
to give their lives—volunteering to give their
lives—it’s very impactful.”
Johnson says it has been important
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for him to connect the dots. When he
arrived in New York for the World Series
in 2001, Ground Zero was still smoldering. “I was at Ground Zero,” he says quietly. “Words can’t express how important
it is that these kids are doing this. It’s 13
years later and some of the military I’ve
met are still in the service. Meeting these
kids has been the most rewarding thing
I’ve done, aside from being a father.”
Johnson says he takes his role as
father seriously. He has four children, two
in college and two still in high school. “I
do a lot of work with the minor leagues for
the Diamondbacks,” explains Johnson. “I
see a lot of parents trying to live vicariously
through their children. They push them in
a direction like baseball because there’s
money to be made. But parents should
realize it’s not that easy. You can do more
damage than good. I want my children to
do whatever they want to do with their
lives and I support them in their choices.”

The Hall of Fame and beyond
In the years since his retirement, Johnson
has appeared in commercials for several
major brands and has been in various
television shows and movies. Today,
he enjoys traveling and photographing
moments he can share with others. He
has examples of his photography online at
www.rj51photos.com.
He was inducted into the National
Baseball Hall of Fame last month, and
will proudly display the Diamondbacks
logo. Why Arizona instead of Seattle or
one of the other teams he played for during his career? “When you are elected
to the Hall of Fame,” explains Johnson,
“you are voted in because of periods of
dominance. Those moments for me were
here in Arizona with the Cy Young for four
straight years, being recognized as the
most influential pitcher, and as co-MVP
for winning the World Series.”
Johnson is excited to see what the
future will bring and knows that he can
use his baseball notoriety to do good
work for causes he believes in, from
cystic fibrosis to helping the homeless
to supporting our troops. And how does
the man who has defeated every major
league team at least once and has had
4,975 strikeouts—more than any other lefthanded pitcher—describe his life today?
“Blessed. I am blessed.”
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