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By Cal Ripken, Jr.
Editor’s note: Each month in this space, Cal will address issues of concern to parents of young athletes. We hope that coaches, many of whom are parents, will find the information enlightening when it comes to working with their own children and dealing with the parents of the players on their teams.
When I’m traveling around the speaking circuit, I find that parents frequently ask my advice about how to determine which glove is appropriate for their kids. So, with the baseball season rapidly approaching, I’m assuming that many of you are looking at your kids and realizing that they may have outgrown their gloves. 

If that’s the case, you then have to go through the task of wading through the seemingly endless baseball glove market to not only find a glove that your son or daughter likes in terms of appearance (possibly the most difficult task), but also to locate one that is functional. And, if that’s not stressful enough, once you have the glove picked out you must figure out how to break the thing in as quickly as possible.

Hopefully an article that we have run before covering both of those topics will be useful to you. It has been altered slightly from its original form, but should provide you with a good head start when searching for a new glove. After that you will find a short piece discussing the methods of breaking in that new, stiff piece of leather. That article should benefit those of you who are in the market for a new mitt as well as those who purchased a new glove as a holiday gift.
 
Choosing the Right Glove
One of our philosophies when it comes to baseball instruction is “Celebrate the Individual.” You will see us refer to that saying quite a bit. All that it means is that everyone has their own personal style and way of doing things when it comes to baseball. We respect – even celebrate – that. Hitting a pitched baseball or catching a hard-hit line drive or one-hopper is a difficult skill, so it is important that players feel comfortable on the field.

So, when it comes to our baseball lessons, we often say that the best way of approaching a task or drill is really up to the individual. Some may say this is a “wishy washy” way of addressing an issue. However, in baseball it seems that more often than not it is the truth. With that said, it is important to note that everything can’t be left up to the individual. Most times there are certain basic fundamental approaches that should be followed within an individual’s specific comfort zones.

Let’s begin by stating that the choice of which glove to use is a personal one. There are, however, certain circumstances that dictate what class or model of glove a player should consider. Middle infielders generally look for smaller gloves so they can more easily make the transition from catching to throwing. Third basemen, who rely more on reflexes and have to handle balls that are hit hard and travel a shorter distance, may look for something that is a little larger, but still provides for a relatively easy transition. Pitchers may want the protection of a larger glove or the easy transition provided by a smaller glove. Outfielders generally look for something larger so they can gain a little extra reach when running down a ball in the gap or trying to reach over the fence to take away a home run. Of course, catchers and first basemen have gloves specifically designed for their positions.

These are the basic classes of gloves that players at each position consider. The decision-making process at the big league level has changed considerably when it comes to glove selection over the past 15-20 years for one major reason: The players get bigger every year. For a long time, most middle infielders were little guys. Some of the famous old-time middle infielders like Luke Appling, Pee Wee Reese and Luis Aparicio hardly were intimidating physical presences on the field. Pee Wee didn’t earn his nickname because he was the biggest kid on the block! In the ‘70s and ‘80s guys like Joe Morgan, Fred Patek, Mark Belanger, Ozzie Smith, Rick Burleson and Bucky Dent were not causing baserunners to pull up short and avoid contact on potential double play balls.

Since I began playing in the big leagues, however, it seems that for some reason teams have started gravitating toward bigger middle infielders. Sure, you still have the more traditional smaller guys such as David Eckstein, Brian Roberts and Omar Vizquel in the mix, but big league players in general are bigger than in the past. The proliferation of bigger players has caused a gravitation toward bigger gloves – even for middle infielders.

At any level it is most important for a player find a glove that he or she is comfortable with, regardless of the size. At that point, through trial and error, the player should be able to figure out if he or she can successfully perform all of the skills necessitated by his or her position. If this is not the case, then maybe that player should look for a bigger or smaller glove that is more comfortable.

A young player may pick up a glove that is way too big, and this may be obvious. Maybe the player has seen a particular big-leaguer wearing a glove and wants to try the same exact model. Or maybe the bigger glove makes the player feel like he or she can catch the ball more easily or get to more balls. Or perhaps the glove just looks cool. As a coach or parent you can tell right away if a glove is just too big. If the glove comes off sometimes when the player catches a ball, that is the first clue. If the glove seems very flimsy when the ball enters it or if the player seems to have half of his or her arm jammed into the glove to make it tight enough to catch the ball without the glove moving around, then it may be time to try a smaller model. 

For younger players, finding a glove that they consistently can catch with is the top priority. Don’t worry about finding a specific infielder’s or outfielder’s model for them. Making sure they have a glove that they like and that they catch with consistently is what matters most. Players at the younger ages really should not be specializing anyway. They should be learning the game and finding out what positions they like best by trying all of them. This will help them develop a good baseball knowledge base and allow them to develop all of the skills a good baseball player needs.

For the youngest players, who may be looking for their first gloves, there are many good options. Whatever the choice, they should stay away from the vinyl or plastic gloves. These gloves don’t really give players the feel for catching the baseball that leather gloves provide, and they often are either very hard to squeeze, don’t squeeze at all or squeeze so much that the glove becomes deformed and the ball is harder to catch. 

There are many softer leather gloves on the market today that don’t need to be broken in much, if at all. Catching is probably the most difficult skill to teach t-ball-aged players. It is helpful to these little guys and girls if they have a glove they can actually squeeze a little bit when the ball comes to them. At first, all catches are going to be with two hands below the chest. But if you really want the players to make progress and learn to catch the ball with their fingers pointing up, they need to have a glove that they can squeeze at least a little. So, for the smaller and younger players, look for something that their hand fits snugly into and that they can squeeze. 

As players get older, there are many more glove options available – and the prices seem to rise every year. If you want to buy your child a top-grain leather glove and don’t have a problem making that financial commitment, I would never tell you not to do that. However, keep in mind that these gloves can be costly and that the players are going to outgrow them. As players get older and approach the game more seriously, they are going to ask you for the top-of-the-line gloves – I guarantee it!

I can’t stress enough that it is important for the players to be comfortable with their gloves and to be able to use the gloves effectively. It is also important for players to choose gloves that they like. If they really like the glove because it has Derek Jeter’s autograph in it or because it looks cool or because it’s a brand used by their favorite players, they are more likely to respect, take care of and not lose the glove. These are all valuable lessons for when players do get older and pester you to purchase the $150 (or more!) models.

As players get older you will hear infielders talking about using 11-inch gloves or 11.5-inch gloves. Some may even look at a 10.5-inch glove. Again, a middle infielder needs a glove that fits his or her hand or body and that allows for an easy transfer from catching to throwing. Third basemen can use a little bit bigger model if their hands allow for it. Outfielders may use 12-, 12.5- or even 13-inch gloves. Herm Winningham, an outfielder for the Montreal Expos in the ‘80s used a huge glove, maybe 14-inches or so. Again, it really is an individual choice. If the player likes the glove and can play his or her position effectively using it, that’s what really matters. 

Breaking in the New Glove
Breaking in a glove can be a tedious, time-consuming process. If a young player starts the season with a new, stiff glove, he or she is going to be at a disadvantage in comparison to other kids with broken-in models. The player may not be able to catch very easily and may make some errors, and that will lead to frustration. From my experiences, I have the ability to foresee that potential frustration and help parents and coaches of young players avoid it. When a glove is purchased, the time to begin breaking in that glove is the moment it is in your possession.

There are many stories about how people break in their gloves. In going along with our "Celebrate the Individual" philosophy, I am not going to tell you that any methods that you might use are incorrect. If it works for you and you get the results you desire, go with it. I am sure, however, that the best and most effective way to really break in a glove is to use it. Put some glove oil in the pocket and the webbing and get out there and play catch!

The one cardinal rule to breaking in a glove that should not be compromised is to never let someone else put his or her hand in the glove. As a parent or coach, you might be tempted to take a player's new glove and jam your hand in it to loosen it up and start to alleviate some of the stiffness. Don't do it! Once your hand print is in there and once the palm is stretched out, your little player's hand is never going to feel absolutely right inside. 

Here's a story to illustrate this point – in reverse! Several years ago I received a new glove to try out from Nike. I'm still a little kid at heart, and getting a new glove or bat is like Christmas for me. So I took the glove out and started using it in hopes of breaking it in. Well, after weeks of playing catch and working with the glove, I finally got it to the point of feeling pretty good. Then the glove disappeared. I asked my son Ryan if he had seen the glove, and he said that a friend of his had borrowed it. When I finally got the glove back, it just didn't feel right. Who knows how many hands of different sizes were inside that glove. My hands are bigger than most people's, so I don't think anyone really stretched out the glove too much, but whoever played with the glove altered the feel of it on my hand. Remember, the most important thing is for the glove to feel good on the player’s hand. 

Once you have oiled up the glove pretty thoroughly, it is time to start the real breaking-in process. Playing a simple game of catch is the best way to have the glove start to take shape and fit your hand. One thing to watch out for, especially with younger players, is how they actually catch the ball. The ball should be caught in the pocket, not the webbing. The pocket is really the palm of the glove. Many times you will see kids catching the ball in their webbing. In a game situation, it is harder to transfer a ball from the glove to your throwing hand if you catch it in the webbing. When breaking in a glove, catching the ball in the webbing will not allow the pocket to form. The pocket is the stiffest part of the glove. It is the part that needs to be shaped to fit your hand and the ball, so that's where you should try to catch the ball when breaking in a new glove.

Another trick is to oil the glove up and wear it when sitting around the house watching television. Take a baseball and pound it into the pocket over and over to help shape that part of the glove. Again, the emphasis should be on forming a pocket appropriate for the player's hand and a baseball.

Once again, with kids, the challenge is going to be to get them to leave their comfort zones in order to try out and break in their new gloves. As is often the case with parenting, a compromise may be in order. First, explain why the player needs to use the glove. Tell the player that a bigger model will be needed for the upcoming season and that he or she will be behind the other players if the new glove is not ready to use. Second, tell the player that he or she can use the old glove for half the time when playing catch, for half the time at practice and all the time during games.
Finally, when choosing the new glove, let the player actually go to the store and pick out the one that he or she wants. If the player gets a glove that he or she thinks is really cool for one reason or another, it is more likely that the glove will be used enough to get it broken in.

Again, I don't have any magic advice about how to break in a glove quickly, but there are many stories of quick-fix attempts. Here are a few I have heard of:

Soak the Glove in Water
Some players will soak a new glove in water and then play catch with it while it's wet. When they are done, they will wrap the glove with a rubber band or belt and put a baseball in the pocket to help shape the palm. When the glove is wet the leather is softer and seems easier to shape. I have noticed the same thing when playing catch with a new glove on a rainy day. If I was trying to break in a new glove and found myself sitting around during a rain delay, I might go out and play catch with it in the rain to help shape the pocket more quickly. Some players have gone so far as to put the wet, wrapped-up glove under their mattress to allow their weight to help shape the pocket even more when they sleep. As someone who has suffered from back pain, I'm not sure that I would recommend this!
Soak the Glove with Shaving Cream
This seems to have a similar effect to soaking a glove with oil. In fact, some glove conditioning products on the market actually resemble small cans of shaving cream. The shaving cream softens the leather. The player then plays catch with the glove and often wraps it up with a rubber band or belt. Again, some players will sleep on the glove after doing this.

"Cooking" the Glove
I know of people who have "cooked" their gloves to break them in … literally. One such method is to oil the glove up, play catch and then wrap the glove up with a belt or rubber band after placing a ball in the pocket. From there, I have heard different stories. I have heard of some players who put the glove in an oven for a short time. Still others have placed the glove in a bread or cooking bag and left it in their hot cars for a couple of days. 

While I cannot vouch for or endorse any of these methods, if you are in a pinch one of them might be worth trying! 
Good luck with your new glove and the follow-up work involved. There’s nothing better than thinking about baseball during the cold, blustery days of winter. 


