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One

MY SECOND BIRTH

The year was 1968, a year of upheaval and change: for 
the United States, for the World, and for me.  North Koreans 
captured the USS Pueblo, and held its crew hostage.  The 
worldʼs eyes were on the war in Vietnam, where the North 
Vietnamese ratcheted up the pace by launching the Tet 
offensive.  Richard Nixon entered the race for President of 
the United States, and Lyndon Johnson exited, shocking the 
nation by announcing he would not seek reelection.  Martin 
Luther King was murdered in Memphis, sparking race riots 
that rocked the country, from Boston to Los Angeles.  It was 
monumental news that would shape the world, but I do not have 
any independent recollection of any of it.

I was thirty-nine years old and in the deepest throes of my 
alcoholic addiction.  Everyday started for me with the same 
prospect: I would wake up hoping I could beat the alcoholism, 
thinking that I could not, knowing that by dayʼs end, somehow, 
someway, I would fall victim to the contents of a bottle.  Many 
of the details of my activities, and the news happening in the 
world, were obscured from my memory because of �blackouts� 
caused by the alcoholism, and have been told to me by my 
family and friends.  What I do have a clear recollection of is the 
feeling of despair deep in my gut, and my yearning to end that 
ongoing misery.  Although I was thirty-nine chronologically, I 
was still only fourteen years old psychologically, an age I had 
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been trapped at for twenty-five years.  I could not figure out 
how to handle life without alcohol, and I could no longer stand 
life with alcohol.

During the lucid intervals I did have, I tortured myself 
emotionally with the knowledge that I wasted my tremendous 
talents and I squandered opportunities others only dreamed 
of being given.  I was out of baseball for three years already, 
although realistically my baseball career had been washed up 
since the end of the 1963 season, and I bounced around for 
another season and a half, clinging to the dream, and the high 
life, surviving on instinct, reputation, and desperation.  My 
career was definitely shortened by my alcoholism and the good 
years I did have were affected by the mischievous conduct that 
accompanied my suspended adolescence.

My childhood love and wife, Beverly, had divorced me, and 
I hardly saw my only son, Steve.  From my recollection, I had 
already been involved in about thirty different car accidents, 
I had been in jail numerous times, and in my uneducated 
attempts to get a handle on my drinking, on thirty-four 
different occasions I had been in front of some type of helping 
professional: priests, ministers, social workers and marriage 
counselors, and Iʼm not even counting judges and jailers.  And 
nothing was getting any better.

Since leaving baseball, I had already been through several 
other jobs, including being a dishwasher and a mechanic, and 
had failed at all of them, and then I really went and did it.  In 
1967, International Harvester had hired me as a mechanicʼs 
helper, but when they discovered who I was, they moved me out 
on the sales floor � to use my name.  By then, I secretly hated 
the name Ryne Duren and all I thought it stood for � a hopeless 
drunk, a man who had destroyed his family, who couldnʼt get 
control of himself.  I was sick and tired of Ryne Duren.  By 
April 1968 I had been given a brand new Harvester Scout to 
drive as a company car.  The very first time I took the car out 
on the road I wrecked it.  I wasnʼt falling down drunk, but I 
was under the influence of alcohol while driving.  I came up 
on a stop sign, hit the brakes and the car flipped.  In actuality, 
it was my whole world that I really turned upside down with 
that accident.  The immediate injury was a torn muscle in my 
back that cost me a few days in the hospital.  Then I returned to 

my room at the The Knickerbocker Hotel, in Milwaukee, down 
near Lake Michigan, to find that the accident also cost me my 
job.  Wrecking the car was the last straw, even for my friends at 
International Harvester.  I had just managed, once again, to turn 
a positive into a negative.  I went from a sales representative 
with a brand new car to an injured, jobless, alcoholic, with no 
car, no family, and no friends.  I turned to the only thing I knew 
how to do � I just stayed in that hotel room and drank solidly 
for a ten-day period.  I would drink until I passed out.  And 
I would come to long enough to find a few dollars, and get 
something else to drink until I passed out again.  Slowly, life 
was closing in on me.  I didnʼt have much money left.  After 
paying my latest bill at the hotel, my life savings was able to fit 
in one pants pocket.  I was down to only about a hundred dollars 
or so, but how long would that carry me?  Another week or so?  
I didnʼt have much for clothes either.  I didnʼt know where I 
was going to go or what I was going to do.  I was sick of life, 
repulsed by my inability to escape the same old story every 
day.  So, I got dressed up in the best clothes I had left, walked 
down to Lake Michigan, found a big rock and I started to walk 
into the lake with intentions to kill myself.  When I was in far 
enough so that the water was over my head, I realized how cold 
I was, and I said to myself, �Stupid, go get a couple of Brandy 
Manhattans and warm up first.�  My unquenchable desire for 
alcohol had won out again.  Even over my desire to kill myself, 
my body wanted alcohol.   I came back from the lake and went 
to the hotel where I had those Brandy Manhattans, and more.  
Then I just wandered about aimlessly, stumbling from bar to 
bar.  I knew it was all over for me, and I either had to die or �.  
I donʼt know what.

My brothers, Vince and Larry found out where I was and 
came to check in on me.  Upon seeing my condition, they 
begged me to get some help.  I didnʼt think help was possible, 
because I had been in different places before and I didnʼt think 
people like me got better.  I thought death was the only answer.  
I told them, �This isnʼt about me getting help.  This is about 
whether I want to live or die.�  They proceeded in an attempt 
to persuade me to check in to the alcohol treatment center 
at DePaul Hospital.  I resisted and they persisted.  Finally, I 
compromised into letting them have Father Arcadius Marotti, 
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from DePaul, come and talk to me.  After Father Marotti visited 
me I was still not convinced about going to DePaul.  I needed 
another day or two of drinking to sense the utter hopelessness 
of my despair.  At that point I guess I figured I was just about 
dead, and I didnʼt have enough money left to buy one more 
drink, or stay in the hotel one more night, so I called my old 
boss at Harvester.  He came to see me at the hotel and we talked 
about what choices I had left.  I said, �Well, I suppose, maybe 
I can go over to the hospital, to the treatment center.�  Without 
hesitation he took me over to DePaul Hospital, figuring it was 
the last chance to save my life.  I walked in to DePaul, not with 
any real hope that this would be different than any other failed 
attempt I had made at sobriety, but it was better than dying in 
the street.  In the intake ward a nun came over, and I was just 
lying there half in the bag, like most guys were when they 
showed up at DePaul.  I said, �Iʼm just here.  I donʼt want to 
live, but I guess I canʼt die.�  This nun, who was also a nurse, 
said, �Oh, you can get well.�  I said, �I donʼt even know how to 
pray anymore.  God wonʼt listen to me, so I donʼt pray.�  She 
said, �Cʼmon, we can pray.  Godʼll help you if you ask him.� 
and we prayed a little bit.  Her sincere face and words, and 
that prayer, constituted the first real signs of light in my life 
in a long, long time.  Like someone trapped in the bottom of a 
cave who sees a ray of sunlight from above, I knew I had a lot 
of work ahead of me to climb up from where I was, but at least 
there was a sign of hope and direction.  That was the last day I 
ever drank, May 2, 1968, a day I now celebrate as my second 
birth date.




