WWW.SLTRIB.COM

glowcrs in the direction of an ad-
joining room, where an autopsy re-
port sits banished to a drawer for
eternity,

“I haven't looked at it. I can't look
at it.” Sax said. “And that's forever.
I just don't want to see it.”

John became an aviator, just as
he told his dad he would. He was a
star pilot in the military, tapped for
the Marine Corps version of “Top
Gun” and heralded by his com-
manding officer as “a natural in
the cockpit, just leaps and bounds
above his s peers in terms of his pro-

gression.

Capt John J. Sax died with four
other Marines when the aircraft he
'was co-piloting malfunctioned and
crashed into a remote Southern
California desert on June 8, 2022.

The reason Steve Sax has now
parted with so many of his baseball
treasures is that he had dreamed of
one day giving them to his son. In-
stead, he holds tight only to all the
gifts John gave him.

“He was my hero,” Sax said.

That is why Sax is here now. al-
ternating between tears and laugh-
ter, between happy memories and
debilitating grief, as he embarks on
his mission to honor John's life.

“Larger than life’

If the military operated like the
major leagues, John Sax might have
won Rookie of the Year, too.

“He walked into the room and
was just larger than life,” Lt. Col.
John Miller recalled by phone. “1
see a Jot of Marine officers check
in. He was just different right from
the get-go. His personality, his abil-
ity to communicate, his motivation,
his excitement - full of energy.”

Miller serves as the command-
ing officer for the “Purple Foxes.”
a squadron based at the Marine
Corps Air Station Camp Pendle-
ton (San Drego County).

The unit's colorful history dates
back to the Vietnam War when,
Miller said, an infantry battalion
was under heavy fire during the
battle for Khe Sanh in 1968 and
needed an emengency y.
Purple Foxes heard nu distress

and iny ched, re-
suppiying the Marines and prompt-
ing one of the grateful men to reply:
“You were the only ones that gave a

s— about us.”

The line became an enduring
motto. “Give a s—"lives on in the
Purple Foxes culture. It's paint-
ed onto aircraft and imprinted on
shoulder

pa
It was in this rough-and-tumble
culture that John Sax, the failed
Little outfielder, became a
franchise player. He was especial-
ly adept at maneuvering the MV-
228 Osprey, an aircraft that com-
bines the agility of a helicopter with
the speed of a turboprop. The Ma-
rines use the Osprey as an assault

support ail
Tt was John Sax's favorite mode
travel.

of

“He loved it,” Miller said. “It
was designed to take off and land
like a helicopter, so you don't real-
ly need a runway, but to fly in air-
plane mode at higher altitudes and
much faster air speeds than a typi-
cal helicopter.”

Flying in the military had long
been John's goal, but it took a while
for Uncle Sam to welcome him
aboard. The Navy rejected John
because of a shnlll-md elbow suf-

A man of few words

Steve Sax had a much differ-

ent relationship with his own fa-
. John Thomas Sax was a Mon-
tana-born truck driver who lived
life as if on a word count. He didn’t
say much of anything. Specific
such as “I'm sorry” or “1

love escaped his larynx.

“He was like John Wayne,” Sax
said. “My dad was not a talker. He
was adoer.”

But his dad's no-nonserise gruff-
ness pulled Sax from the abyss
during the lowest point of his ca-
reer. In 1983, the infielder sudden-
ly found himself incapable of mak-
ing routine throws to first base.
His version of the baseball yips be-
came so bad that it's now known as
“Steve Sax ) " He made 30
errors that season, and his throws
were so wildly errant that some

smart-aleck fans along the first-
base line at Dodger Stadium start-
ed wearing helmets.

“I'had 26 ervors at the break,” Sax

recalled. “People make that in a ca-
reer. | had 26 at the break.”

fered during a ding ac- Less bered is that Sax
cident (Dr. Neal ElAttrache, the worked his way out of it. He over-
famed surgeon, handled  came his throwing woes and fin-
the repairs) John was h\:r de- ished in the National League’s top
railed by astigmatism, which also  five for fielding percentage every
wquxrvd surgery. year from 1986-1988, then led the

But John never considered a American League in '89 with the

Yankees.

Plan B.

“Whatever it took, it didn't mat-
ter,” Steve said. “Tt was amazing to
me how driven he just was, even as
a young boy. Nothing was going to
get in his way. Nothing”

Along dmvuy, John earned a de-
gree in aeronautical science at Em-
bry-Riddle and amassed flying ex-
perience. Once he had the hang of
things, he even took his mom for a
spin. Debbie and Steve split when
John was young, but they remain
on good terms. They have an older
daughter, Lauren Ashley, who is 37.

John took Debbie up in 2015ina
Cessna-172, a single-engine plane
known as the Skyhawk.

Once they reached cruising alti-
tude, John turned to her and said,
“Mom, do you want to see what I've
learned?” She was thrown by the

right?
Then her John stalled the plane,
nose-dived for a spell and calm-
Iy pulled out of the stall. “Then he
Tooks over at me and he goes, Don
tell my instructor I just did that,™
Debbie said with a laugh.

1 did! Thank you for remember-
ing!” Sax said, laughing. “But I was
going to tell you anyway.”

What was the cure for Steve Sax
Syndrome? His stern father, John,
told Steve that the only escape was to
get his confidence back. and the only
way to do that was to practice man-
ically until he felt like himself again

Then, in a rare moment of vul-
nerability for John Sax, he confid-
ed to Steve that he had the exact
same isste as a young player. and
that’s how he got out of it once
upon a time.

“So I thought, "‘Wow! If Dad can go
through this, then, of course, it will
wm‘t'Saan “Sol tuokhuad

my confidence
Emly 1 took that confidence into
the game — and the thing was gone.”

That tough-Jove lesson was the
last conversation Sax ever had with
his father. John died on June 10,
1983 at age 47.

It was several more years before
Steve learned, to his delight, that
Dad had conned him. Steve was
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reminiscing with his mom, Nan-
cy, about how Dad'’s willingness to
open up nhuut his |hrvm ing strug-
“And my mom

throwing problem,  Sax said.
He smiled. His parents had
known each other since the fifth

grade.

“He just told me that because he
knew how much I revered his pow-
er and strength. And I got over it
because I thought, “Well if he went
through it ..." But he never went
through i

The rest of Sax’s career was
more fun, especially in 1988. He
kicked off that magical year by belt-
ing a homer as the Dodgers’ first
batter of the season. And by Oc-
tober, he was in the on-deck circle
for Kirk Gibson's classic home run
against the A's Dennis Eckersley in
Game 1 of the World Series.

Lesser remembered, except for
in this room, is that the biggest
hmhhuh\ for Sax that season hap-
sweet spot between
Opening Day and the Fall Classic.
of that year, John Sax

A military mishap

On the worst day of their lives,
the news came in ominous trickles.

Lauren invited her mom and dad
over for dinner. Debbie got there
first, just in time to read a text from
Rich Ward, the family friend who
had taken John on that life-chang-
ing flight. The message was some-
thing about a military mishap at
Camp r\’r\dk ton.

“He didn’t say crash,” Debbie
said. ‘He said, ‘There was an inci-
dent with an Osprey.™

Debbie called John's cellphone
and it went straight to voicemail.
She checked with John's wife, Am-
ber, who hadn't heard from him.
Rich told them not to worry about
the silence, noting that the mili-
tary often goes into a communi-
cation Jockdown if something goes
haywire.

Debbie wasn't yet worried,
though by the time Steve’s car rolled
up to the house, she at least fretted
over the rest of the vqu:dm
'was also unfazed: military pilots are
hardly the most reachable people.
Unreturned phone calls and texts
were the norm.

He recalls going to bed 2t 9 pm.
Ten minutes Jater be heard a knock
at the door.
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There was a Marine in full dress
on his doorstep.

“ knew right Sax said

Recounting this part of the story,
Sax went quiet for several moments.
This is the pattern. When talking
about the crash, Sax’s words often
trailed off. He would start sentenc-
es with a full head of steam before
running into a wall of grief.

Then, after a few beats of si-
lence, he would push through. He
did not fight tears: he embraced
them. Among the few worthwhile
condolences Sax received after the
accident was when a nun told him:

“Grief is the price you pay for lov-
ing someone.™

It took a full military investiga-
tion over the next 10 months, bat
the family got a full accounting
of what happened that day. Capt.
John Sax and four other Marines
were returning from a training
mission at low altitude »n a clear
and sunny afternoon. John had
a lunch date scheduled with his
wife within the hour. He and Am-
ber had a daughter who was not
quite 2 years old, and a second
child would be born on Sept. 19.

‘A catastrophic
mechanical failure’

What happened next would lat-
er be categorized as “a catastroph-
ic mechanical failure.” The Osprey
suffered “a hard clutch engage-
ment,” which is when the clutch
that connects the Osprey’s rotor
gearbox to its engine slips. As de-
tailed by the Defense News, the
Osprey }d immediately trans-
fer the power load from the dam-
aged engine to a second operational
one. In this case, though, the power
transfer blew out that engine, too.
There is no third engine.

“It fell,” Steve Sax said, “like a

who perished that day were Cpl.
Nathan E. Carison, 21, of Winneba-
g0, 111 Capt. Nicholas P. Losapio, 31,
of Rockingham, N.H.: Cpl. Seth D.
Rasmuson, 21, of Buffalo, Wyo: and
Lance Cpl. Evan A. Strickland, 19,
of Vi 1)11\(11 NM

\nsmhmth-m dﬂr“\lﬁ
11 could have done to anticipate or
prevent this aviation mishap.”
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