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When Natalie Niekro was a little girl, she often accompanied her dad 
to work, where she played with the kids of his coworkers in the world’s big-
gest playground. With the crunch of turf under their feet, they played in the 
cavernous Houston Astrodome while their fathers worked nearby.

Natalie’s father, Joe Niekro, was one of the greatest pitchers in baseball 
history. At the peak of his career, Niekro was famous – and feared – for his 
command of the knuckleball, a crazy corkscrew of a pitch that befuddles 
hitters and catchers alike.

During his 13 years with the Houston Astros, he became the team’s first 
20-game winner and led the Astros to their first playoff berth. Even today he 
remains the all-time leader in wins among Astros pitchers. After leaving the 
Astros, Niekro played for the yankees and pitched for the Twins in the 1987 
World Series. He retired the next year to end a 22-year career with 221 wins, 
making him one of the most successful knuckleball pitchers of all time.

But like a knuckleball, life can take an unpredictable path. In 2006, just 
as Natalie and her family were making preparations for her wedding, her 
father Joe died of a brain aneurysm.

So, in her father’s memory, Natalie has set up an organization with 
the goal of educating people about brain aneurysms. Through the Joe 
Niekro Foundation, she aims also to support aneurysm patients and their 
families, and raise funds to help research into this almost always fatal 
condition. “Dad always told me that the key to life is giving to others. This 
is my way of following in Dad’s footsteps and making a difference. Through 
this foundation, I will be able to raise funds for this silent killer that many 
know so little about.”
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Joe Niekro was one of the approximately 30,000 Americans to 
experience a brain aneurysm that bursts, usually resulting in sudden 
death. As many as one in 15 people in the United States will develop 
a brain aneurysm.

Currently Natalie is planning a kick off fundraiser with an appro-
priately named event, The Knuckle Ball…A Pitch for Life. This event, 
being held at Minute Maid Park in Houston, will be on Sept. 22nd and 
will feature an evening filled with some of the most recognized names 
in baseball as well as a casino gambling reception, dinner, live auction 
and performances from some of country music’s biggest stars.

There is plenty of work to be done before the first “Knuckle Ball” 
in September. Natalie is spending nearly every weekend in Houston 
planning and has enlisted the help of many of her father’s teammates 
and fellow players to participate, including Joe’s brother Phil Niekro.

Phil is a member of the Baseball Hall of Fame, and combined with 
Joe, holds 539 wins over their respective careers, making them the 
most successful brother combination in major league history.

And they both figure into one of baseball’s most interesting sta-
tistics – in his two-decade career, Joe Niekro hit only one home run. 
Guess who threw him the pitch.

“There was some bragging after that,” recalls Natalie. “Phil may 
be in the Hall of Fame, but my dad always said he had two things Phil 
didn’t: a World Series ring, and a home run off his brother.”

To learn more about The Joe Niekro Foundation or The Knuckle Ball, 
go to www.joeniekrofoundation.org or call (602) 318-1013. 


