Tuesday, June 9, 2009

The Regular Season
As my first year experience of College Baseball comes to an end, I thought I’d share a little bit of my experience of the regular season and into our playoff run of the ACC Tournament, NCAA Regional, and Super Regional. 
The regular season had been one that I had been unfamiliar with throughout my life in baseball, which was not playing. Coming into Virginia I knew every player is the best of the best, and I was willing to challenge myself toward success. As much as I wanted to be the everyday starter anywhere on the field, my role had ended up as the backup at shortstop, second base, and the emergency catcher. I was fortunate to even travel, as I was one of the bullpen catchers. It was one of the most difficult times in my life, knowing I was 100% healthy and having no control of anything but the work I put on and off the field. At this point it became important for me to treat batting practice as my game, taking each groundball as if it were in the game, diving for balls, doing just about everything I could control. I believe regardless of being a starter or not, you should take each moment on the field as if it were a game. And boy did it pay off in the end!
As finals week approached in classes, baseball was off of games for the week, therefore we were back to intra-squads all week. I was fortunate to have a great week of “execution” on the field. (We as a team like to emphasize the importance of executing for the team, whether it be dropping down a bunt, executing a hit and run, playing solid defense while communicating on fly balls and bunt coverage, and our pitchers making the pitches to allow our defense to make plays.) Following finals week was our series against Duke. Due to my well executed week of practice, I was given as a reward the start at second base on “Championship Sunday.” (Our coaches emphasize the importance of Sunday games because they’re the last game of the series, either deciding the series winner or the chance to sweep. And if you look forward to our success in the ACC Tournament, Regional, and Super Regional, all were won on Championship Sunday.)
Although I had a few starts and some occasional at bats during the season, I felt this start was one that could make a difference for myself and potentially for the team. I was fortunate to go 3 for 3 that day with two walks, and a great day defensively. Ever since then, I’ve been fortunate to be an everyday starter at second base, with occasional games where I’d come in the later innings as a defensive replacement.
Even though it was really tough for me to watch my team succeed and not being able to contribute on the field like I had wished, it was important for me to keep working and focusing on the things I could control, and succeed when my name was called to execute on the field for my team. I believe that sitting for most of the season has actually made me a better player and truly appreciate the opportunities given to me.
As my brother Kyle did when he played pro ball, my Dad asked that I write a blog to share my experiences. This is my first entry and I’ll give it my best shot. 
Wednesday, June 10, 2009
Omaha – Day 1
Today was quite an experience. The day first began with a long successful practice at Davenport Field, or as most players refer to as “The Dav.” Because we don’t play until Saturday, we had our typical long day of work involving a round of batting practice, followed by a five inning intra-squad. The exciting part of practice is always the last inning where Coach O’Connor puts us in certain situations that are likely to arise in a game. The situation I was given when I was at the plate was a man on third base, with 1 out, and the infield in, trying to keep the run from scoring. Rather than trying to muscle up and drive the ball into the outfield, why not play the style of ball I know best, bunting. I was given the safety squeeze, bunted the ball down the first base line and scored the run. Great start to a great day!

Even though practice was a lot of fun, the real fun had yet to begin. At about 4:00 the journey to Omaha was underway! 

We jumped on a bus and headed to the Charlottesville airport where we would board a charter jet. The bus took us straight onto the runway without having to go through security and all the junk that takes hours when flying commercial. The coolest part about the airplane we flew on was that this is the same plane that the Los Angeles Lakers, Denver Nuggets, Cleveland Cavaliers, Anaheim Ducks, Carolina Hurricanes have flown in. It had two huge leather seats on each side of the plane, and in the back had two poker tables. During the flight, the flight attendants baked some of the best cookies in the world.

We arrived in Omaha around 6:00pm. We walked straight from the plane to a sweet charter bus with a sign on it saying “Virginia Cavaliers, Welcome to Omaha.” As we left for what we thought would be our hotel, instead it turned out to be a small tour of the town of Omaha, as well as a quick run in Rosenblatt Stadium. 
I was really excited about just being in Omaha, and to see everything there was just unreal. People on the sides of the road would actually wave like they knew us, and there were even a few times where people had video cameras filming us as we drove by. It was definitely something I’ve never experienced before. The best part of the tour was seeing the new stadium that will be completed for the 2011 CWS. There wasn’t anything there but piles of dirt, but it’s located right in the town and looks to be in a great location. It was kind of cool to think about the fact that right now there’s nothing there, and in a few years we’ll be back and playing in the brand new stadium that I once saw as nothing.
Finally we got to famous Rosenblatt Stadium, and at least 10 camera guys were ready. I was pretty much in awe as we drove up to the stadium, knowing I will be playing in that stadium in front of 25-30,000 fans. That part won’t really hit me until it happens, but to think about it was pretty inspiring. Walking from the bus to the stadium, the cameras were in our faces following our every move. It was hard to not pay attention to it or to act normal just because it’s a new experience that most, if not all, of us had never experienced. We had about 10 minutes to walk around the stadium, so almost all of us took the time to go on the field and walk around the warning track, taking in all the angles of the stadium. Let me just say one thing about the stadium. You have to see it in person! To me and other players on the team, we all say it’s completely different than on television.

Lastly, our time had run out at Rosenblatt Stadium, so we left for our hotel. It’s a Holiday Inn, which is brand new with a sports bar called “Unions,” as well as I believe another restaurant I have yet to check out. The coolest part of the Hotel is the “pool resort.” It’s pretty small, but there’s a jungle gym with waterfalls around it, and a big swirly red tube slide that runs outside the hotel and back in. After dinner a few of us spent some time there, and had a blast! The best part of the hotel is our rooms. King size beds, huge room and bathroom, and a nice flat screen television. The beds are so big, some of the guys were saying it can fit six little Werman’s. It’s just amazing the quality of everything in the hotel.

It’s hard to believe it’s only been one day, and we’ve experienced so much. I’m definitely looking forward to many new experiences, and am excited to share them with all of you as the days go by. 

Thursday, June 11, 2009

Omaha - Day 2

If anybody wonders what it’s like to have Christmas twice a year, well here it comes! 

After some great sleep in the huge beds, we had a quality day of work at Creighton University. Whenever we drive up to a new field, the first thing I always look at is the field, especially the kind of dirt in the infield. I don’t know why that’s the case, but I guess because I’m an infielder it’s just one of those things that go through my mind. So I saw the infield dirt and saw it was a bright brown color, which looked very dry. Definitely not the kind of infield I prefer, which would be the moist and soft dirt. It was interesting because the outfield was the old-school turf that was very thin and is an automatic double if the ball’s hit anywhere away from the fielders. The coolest part I didn’t notice until I stepped on the field was the infield was actually turf as well. It was the new field turf, which if you’re familiar with Waters Field in Vienna, it was just like it, but was brown where dirt typically is, and had the five cut-outs which were actually dirt. As most infielders know, it’s a bonus because you’re guaranteed a good hop just about anywhere.

Before practice had begun, everybody was sent to left field where two men with a big box were waiting. It was a sunglass company called “Sundog,” a well known company for golf, and is in the works of growing in baseball. Josh Hamilton is the big name in baseball who loves Sundogs. We were given the opportunity to try a few different models, and were fortunate enough to take a pair for ourselves. This is only the beginning of what’s to come for the day.

Jumping back to baseball… Our practice went very well. We took a great round of batting practice followed by a bunt scrimmage. We like to have bunt scrimmages at least once a week because bunting plays a major part of a team’s success on both offense and defensive sides of the game. It’s important for our defense to communicate and make sharp throws around the diamond. And on the offensive side, it’s great to keep everybody fresh with their bunting. I always love bunt scrimmages because small ball is my specialty, and bunting just about comes natural. You could almost say it was an easy day at the plate. Unfortunately second base is probably the worst spot to be in a bunt scrimmage. It’s a constant sprint back and forth from the second base position to first base or backing up first base. But it’s all worth it at the end when your team successfully executes the play in a crucial moment in the game.

Following practice we headed back to the hotel where about 15 young kids waited impatiently outside our hotel for autographs. It’s always exciting to see young kids jumping around wanting your autograph. After a few minutes of signing, we finally got back to the rooms, changed, and headed to our equipment manager’s room. This is where Christmas had occurred once again. Nike had provided each player with brand new cleats, custom made with our team colors. On the flap that hangs over the laces was the CWS logo, and the loop behind the heel had “best show on dirt” written. The only problem was that I was the only one who didn’t get a pair. Because I’m the only player who wears a shoe size in the single digits (8.5), they didn’t have a pair ready for me in time. Therefore I have to wait a few more weeks until mine come in. Aside from that, I did receive everything else provided, which happens to be a really nice orange Nike Golf shirt, T-shirt, and a CWS baseball hat. Also, we were given a laptop briefcase which weighed at least 15lbs. I thought there was no way a bag could weigh so much! When I got back to the room I opened it up and found a few more things. Another CWS hat, a leather covered notebook, fleece gloves with the CWS logo, and an “NCAA Championships” beanie. We were even told there was more to come tomorrow, so we’ll see what else we get!

The last part of the day was the team dinner at the “360 Steakhouse”. Coach O’Connor had promised us before we flew out that he would take us to a restaurant to eat an ‘Omaha Steak,’ and boy was that 16oz Ribeye great!

Tomorrow is supposed to be the busiest of all days spent here in Omaha. I’m looking forward to more new experiences, and am very excited to share them with everybody! 

Friday, June 12, 2009

Omaha - Day 3

This year has probably been one of the worst baseball seasons in regards to the weather. It seemed that everywhere we went during the season the rain had followed, and that was the case today in Omaha.

It all started around 11:00 as the team headed towards the field for the start of a long busy day. From the hotel to the field, we were under police escort which was pretty awesome because there was a lot of traffic and we rolled right through all of it. As we drove through town, many people on the side of the road stood and clapped, as well as waved. Once we arrived at the field, we stayed on the bus for an extra five minutes while drug/bomb sniffing K-9’s searched our bus. I had never seen this before, so it was pretty awesome to see it happen.

We finally got off the bus and a swarm of kids were waiting just outside the bus for autographs. For a walk that takes roughly 30 seconds from the bus to the front of the stadium, this time it took roughly 10 minutes because of the signing. Finally we reached the front of the stadium for our team picture with Rosenblatt Stadium in the background. There were about 50 different cameras from fans, family, to actual photographers. Following the picture, we continued our signing as we walked into the stadium for practice. At this point it was very overwhelming the amount of kids and the signing. As much as I love making the kids happy, signing for them, it gets to a point where you just want to keep moving and continue with what I’m here for, baseball. Now I understand why, at some points, professional players wouldn’t sign for me when I thought I was a nice little kid who just wanted an autograph.

LSU was on the field for their practice as we waited in the dugout for our time on the field. Here’s where the weather came in. Before we could even touch the field it began to rain, forcing the field crew to put the tarp on the infield. Because of the bad weather sweeping through, we were unable to practice on the field, and had to hit in the batting cages. I was thinking, “of course this happens to us. We play tomorrow, and don’t get a chance to take groundballs and hit on the field.” To be honest, it really doesn’t mean anything that we couldn’t play on the field and LSU did. We still have to play the game. The field will be no different than any other nice field we’ve played on.

After practice we had an autograph session inside the stadium for the fans. At this point in the day, the last thing we all wanted to do was sign 200 more autographs, but it’s for the fans so there’s no complaining. 

Following the signing, we headed back to the hotel and Oakley was in the lobby. Unfortunately not everybody was able to get a brand new pair, but for those who had a pair here in Omaha with them could trade them out for a new pair. I was not happy about that because I chose to leave my scratched pair at school, and could have pulled a brand new pair. Fortunately I was told I could still send my pair to Oakley and swap for a new pair. While the Oakley deal was in process, my father and brother made their way to the hotel. It was good to see them because it has been quite a while since I had seen either of them.

After a nice power nap in the huge bed that fits six little Werman’s, we headed back to the field for our opening ceremonies. Once again, we were escorted by the police, skipping all the traffic. And sure enough as our bus pulled in, a swarm of kids stood around, waiting for autographs. We were all really hungry and just wanted to eat, but were held up signing. Finally we got to the food which was pulled pork, ribs, chicken, and mashed potatoes. And for desert were cheesecake and a chocolate fountain for strawberries and other things. It reminded me of Famous Dave’s back at home.

The best part of the whole night was the initial ceremony. The teams lined up behind left field as the fans were piling in the stadium. Each team was then announced, and walked from centerfield towards home plate. When our team was announced and we walked towards home plate, I got the chills running down my body. It was just amazing to look at the stadium from center field with the full crowd and the fireworks shooting off behind us. It was just awesome! 

The last part of the night was the fireworks show. Unfortunately the wind was blowing from behind left field into the stadium, so all the debris from the fireworks landed on the field and on top of all the players. Other than that, the show was awesome, and really got all of us excited to play!

Tomorrow’s going to be the biggest game of my life, and I am really excited to play! It’s going to be an amazing experience playing in front of the huge crowd, and I look forward to taking in every moment, but understanding we’re here for one thing. To win a championship! It all starts tomorrow against LSU, so we’ll see what happens!
Saturday, June 13, 2009

Omaha - Day 4

Wow! What an unbelievable game!

The day began as any other day before a night game, sitting around the hotel. It’s nice to be able to relax before the game, but it can get pretty boring. At around 4:00 we made our way to the stadium for our pregame batting practice in the batting cages. Again we were under police escort, the K-9’s searched our bus, and of course the kids swarmed the bus. I don’t want to say fortunately, but it was pretty nice to be able to just go straight to where we needed to be without having to stop and sign for some time.

As we warmed up down the right field line, a few LSU fans were yelling at us players, and they had a few things to say at me. Some people may not like hearing the harsh things they say, but I really like it, especially when it has to do with being small. It really gets me pumped up!

Before infield-outfield warm-ups Coach O’Connor posted the lineup on the board. It’s hard to describe the feeling of seeing “Werman, #2, 2B” in the nine spot, but I guess you could say there was a lot of excitement and to be honest, the nerves kicked in a little bit.

In front of roughly 25,000 fans at 6:00, the game had begun. After going 1-2-3 in the top of the first, we headed out to play defense. As I was out there, my mind was just racing! I just wanted to get the first ground ball just to get it out of the way, but that wasn’t the case. The first action I saw was during my first at bat in the 3rd inning. From watching our previous at bats and looking at the scouting report on their pitcher, I knew he was going to challenge me with fastballs. I fell behind 0-2, but worked to a full count, and I knew he was going to throw a fastball. I expected the fastball and drove it into the left centerfield gap for a double. It was an unbelievable feeling! My first ever CWS at bat was a double. Later in the inning I scored our first run in the game and the CWS. 

With still no action I the field, I came up for my second at bat. With a man on first base and one out, I was given, from our third base coach, what we call a 4-slot bunt or a push bunt between first and second base. Again, I was given a fastball and executed the bunt for a base hit. It was pretty awesome to execute a bunt like that and hear the crowd cheering for a great play.

As the game continued, I finally got a few plays in the field and even got two more hits. Unfortunately we weren’t able to get the win, but it was one experience I will never forget. LSU was a great team and hit the ball really well. Our pitchers made a few mistakes and they took advantage in big ways. And to win in these big games, pitchers have to make their pitches, defense has to make the plays, and the offense has to make the clutch hits in big moments in the game. As Coach O’Connor stated after the game; we don’t point fingers at anybody, we never have. We’re a team and we have to execute on all aspects of the game in order to win.

Following the game I was asked to head to the conference room for post game interviews. I walked into the room and there was about 20 reporters, and two big cameras facing the table of Coach O’Connor, two other players, and myself. I had never been in this situation in my life, so I was pretty nervous. It was definitely an experience I will never forget.

Overall, I was just trying to take in the moment and have a great time. I tried to stay as relaxed as possible, and execute in every situation to help the team win. Fortunately I was able to go 4 for 5 on the day, and made all the plays in the field. 

Now we have a long road ahead of us and it begins on Monday against Cal State Fullerton. 

Sunday, June 14, 2009

Omaha - Day 5

Today was our off day for games here in Omaha, so we spent a short time practicing back at Creighton University. With another quick bunt scrimmage and batting practice, the day was pretty light and I guess you could say easy. Before practice a few interviewers wanted to talk to me about last night’s game. There was even a local news station interviewing me with their camera right in my face. But overall, the interviews were pretty exciting at first, but it took a lot longer than I had expected and just wanted to end it so I could get a solid day of work at the field.

After practice the team chose to spend a little time watching our ACC rivals, UNC take on Arizona State. In all honesty, it was a bad idea because the stadium was packed, and we had nowhere we could sit. We ended up standing for about an hour before we had to leave for a picnic. 
Every team in the CWS has a sponsor during their time spent here in Omaha, and is required to spend at least an hour or two with their sponsors. Our sponsor is the Concord Club, which provided us with a picnic alongside the Missouri River. It was great because they challenged all the players to see who could hit a golf ball across the river, which was roughly 200 yards. Unfortunately I was unable to make it, but about five players did. After hitting some golf balls we had a small ceremony to recognize the players, where they provided each player with a plaque of our team picture in front of Rosenblatt Stadium.

Once we got back to the hotel from the picnic, I was fortunate enough to spend a little time with my Dad and brother. 

Even though it was an off day from games, the day was filled with a lot of excitement. Tomorrow’s another big day where we face elimination. 

Monday, June 15, 2009

Omaha - Day 6

What an unbelievable game! We got the first ever CWS win in school history!

Before the game we were able to take batting practice on the field, which was very nice to be able to slow things down and get a good feel for ground balls. During our infield-outfield warm-up our coach hits fly balls to the infielders, and hit a long fly ball deep into right field where I ran it down and caught it over the shoulder. It was a pretty cool moment because all the fans in the crowd cheered, even though it was just warm-ups. 

The game was just amazing! With elimination at stake, we were able to perform well enough to take the victory over Cal State Fullerton. Fullerton took an early 2-0 lead in the first, but we came back in the early stage of the game to tie it up. Fullerton is very fast and likes to pressure teams to win games, so it was important to take them out of their game as soon as possible. Once we took the 9-5 lead in the later innings, I had a really good feeling about our chances at winning because we were taking them out of their game. They couldn’t bunt or steal because at that point they couldn’t afford to give away outs. 
In the 9th inning when we had two outs and the ball was hit to our shortstop, Tyler Cannon, I knew we had the game won. But a high flip, forced me off the bag and apparently the umpire called him safe as I tried to get back to the bag. I thought he was out, but because of the high throw the umpire had his mind set and called him safe regardless of how close it may have been. Fortunately the next play was the same situation, but the flip was perfect and the ‘Hoos took their first ever CWS win in school history!

According to ESPN, I was titled the “Game Changing Performance,” or player of the game after going 2 for 4, a double, two runs, and two RBI’s. I didn’t know of it until I talked to my dad and brother after the game when they told me. It was a pretty exciting moment that still has yet to sink in.
Just like the first game, I was involved in the press conference where they asked a few more questions, and the interviews following the conference seemed to be an hour long. 

Following all the baseball I was able to spend more time with my dad and brother, where we went to a restaurant called Dover’s. We all got their famous Whiskey Ribeye which was fantastic! The coolest part was as we were eating; on the television was the LSU vs. Arkansas game on ESPN2, where the bottom line had “Werman 2 for 4, 2B, 2 Runs, 2 RBI’s.” It was pretty awesome!

Tomorrow’s another off day, so we’ll be spending some time preparing for our game on Wednesday.

Tuesday, June 16, 2009

Omaha - Day 7

Today was a very un-eventful day here in Omaha.

In the morning we had practice again at Creighton University, where we kept everything the same with a bunt scrimmage and short round of batting practice. Again, before practice I was asked to do some more interviews which wasn’t as long as the other day, but still was pretty long. With the cameras in my face, they were asking me questions about some superstitions we do as a team. The coolest part of the interviews was where they talked to me about my complete game, pitching both left and right handed. They even got a small video of me throwing both ways on the field.

Following practice we were given the rest of the day off for whatever we wanted to do. Some of the guys went to a barbeque that one of our players parents held and some went to the zoo. I was planning to go to the zoo, but made the decision to actually see the movie “Up” with some of the guys. 

Once we got back from the movies, it was about 10pm and was just about time to get some rest for a big day tomorrow. Once again we face elimination as we face off with Arkansas.

