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	Blackstone Valley Spinners inaugural season a smash
LINCOLN - Believing that they had a highly skilled group of 9- and 10-year-olds, a group of Lincoln parents pieced together the Blackstone Valley Spinners last winter. 

The Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) travel teams traveled throughout the Northeast, participating in high-level tournaments. The teams, one for those 9 and under and the other for boys 10 and under, disbanded once Little League season hit full swing and it was tournament time. 

Formation of the teams apparently has reaped benefits. The Lincoln Little League 10-year-old all-star team captured the state championship, while the league's 9-year-old representatives have had strong showings in various invitational tournaments. 

"We're a supplement – not a replacement – for Little League baseball," is how John Bacon, manager of the 10-year-old team described the Spinners. "Trust me, I have no interest in attempting to replace Little League baseball." 

Bacon, a former Woonsocket High School and Woonsocket Post American Legion baseball player, said while some AAU travel teams are pieced together in direct competition with local leagues, stripping some of the best players who travel to play against higher levels of competitions, the Spinners' goal was just the opposite. 

"I love the Lincoln Little League," said Bacon, who's son Jack was a member of the state championship team. "What the Spinners are about is playing a different brand of baseball, and we all had a great time doing it." 

Bacon said one of the Lincoln Little Leaguers, Tyler Duquette, also played for the Rhode Island Reds travel team that competed at Cooperstown Dreams Park last year. Tyler and his father, Gary, related their experiences, and sparked a local interest. With a little online research, Bacon soon realized that the youth baseball world didn't begin and end with local Little Leagues. 

Outside of Rhode Island Little Leagues there exists a whole other world of competitive youth baseball. Organizations such as AAU, USSSA, CABA, AABC, Triple Crown and Super Series are offering a highly competitive level of baseball commonly referred to as "travel ball." 

Through regional leagues and tournaments, Bacon found that travel baseball offered another variety of youth baseball, sometimes featuring leading off bases and stealing. 

"Travel ball is not a new idea," said Bacon. "Other parts of the country have been supporting travel baseball for two decades now, but here in Rhode Island, we've been slow to catch on. I thought that we've got travel hockey, travel soccer, travel basketball.. why not travel baseball?" 

Bacon approached the parents of his son Jack's 2006 Lincoln Little League 9-year-old all-star team with the idea of forming a travel team. He was overwhelmed by the positive response. Every player and parent wanted to be included. 

The team was named the Blackstone Valley Spinners. The name "Spinners" was selected in part as a nod to the area's textile industry heritage. Along the way, fellow Lincoln Little League coach Rich Santilli asked Bacon if he could use the Spinners' name and logo and establish a U-9 team. Within days, there were two Blackstone Valley Spinners teams ready to compete. 

The Spinners debuted on March 31 at Long Island's Baseball Heaven for a pre-season tournament. There, the U-10 team promptly won two of three games from New York's established travel ball community. The U-9 team did the same and advanced to their bracket's championship game. 

"We had no idea if we could compete with established travel ball programs," said Bacon. "Our performance in Long Island was quite a pleasant surprise." 

Last spring, the Spinners also competed in the New England AAU baseball league and played in a tournament in Branford, Conn. The U-10 team ended the year with a 6-10 record, but gained a wealth of experience. 

That experience showed during the District IV and state tournaments when they captured both championships. 

Joe Conti, manager of the state championship team, said that the AAU experience that his son, Justin, participate in, was extremely beneficial. 

"Playing against higher levels of competition is always a healthy thing, and when you combine that with the level of coaching that these kids received in the Lincoln Little League, it was a formula for success," said Conti. "We're extremely fortunate in Lincoln to have not only dedicated coaches, but knowledgeable baseball people, and that knowledge is filtered to the boys." 

Bacon said there was one disadvantage of piecing together travel teams. While the Spinners were made up of players primarily from Lincoln, they played against travel teams that recruited players from numerous communities and/or counties, giving them a wider selection pool. 

"But that was fine, because our team goal wasn't about winning trophies this year," said Bacon. "We were more focused on offering the boys a chance to play more games, with different rules in a competitive environment. Apparently it worked." It appears that 2007 was just the beginning. The Spinners are planning even more teams in more age groups for 2008, said Bacon.
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