Thursday, May 03, 2007

A quick recap…

I’ve had a busy off-season.  In an attempt to get my left shoulder healthy after last season’s events, I’ve gone through 4 different surgeries.  The first two in September fixed my labrum and repaired the Hill-Sachs lesion.  The third was in January to scope and release the joint which wasn’t getting the range of motion needed.  The final one at the end of March was to remove the screws from the second surgery.  All the while, I was attending physical therapy three times a week, amassing a total 62 sessions over the 6-month period.  Fortunately, everything was covered under the Pennsylvania Workers Comp., so I didn’t pay a dime.  And most importantly, my shoulder works again.

I returned to work at Raytheon in October and quickly got back up to speed.  I couldn’t ask for much more from a company.  Not only did they let me leave for 6 months last season to play ball, but they’re letting me do it again this year.  I like the fact that they are letting me postpone the “real” world for a little longer.  It sure was nice to have a decent paycheck again too.

In February, I adjusted my schedule at work to get out by 2:30 so I could coach at Oakton High School.  Of course, this meant I had to be at work by 5:30am to get my 9 hours in, so I had to tolerate waking up at 4:30 to get ready for work.  Although I am by no means a morning person, the sleep sacrifice was definitely worth it for me.  I have had a blast the last couple months working with the baseball team at Oakton.  It’s been very rewarding to bring in some of the things I’ve learned over the last few years in college and pro ball and teach it to the young players.  And it is especially fun to work with my brother Keith again.  My only regret is that I had to leave the team early to get back to my team here in WashPa.  I wish the Cougars the best of luck the rest of the way.  I have the highest expectations for them, and I know they have both the talent and desire to achieve great things this year.

On a final note in this recap, I want send my best wishes to my sister Kristi who is pregnant with her first child…and as she found out on Tuesday, it will be a GIRL.  She is due in September, so there is a chance I will be back in time for the birth.  I’m excited to be an uncle.

Now on to the journal…

I arrived back in WashPa yesterday afternoon after making the 4-hour trip.  I’m staying with Phyllis again this summer and I had a room waiting for me.  The host family situation can sometimes get interesting with all of the unknowns, so I’m happy to be back in a familiar environment for another summer.  Last night I joined Phyllis and her new husband-to-be (July 1) Steve at her daughter’s house to watch the grandkids.  I got to know the kids last summer when they would come over to visit their grandma’s house.  They were excited to see me, and we got to spend some time throwing a ball around their backyard and fishing in a golf course pond behind their backyard.

Today, I met up with three of our pitchers and our pitching coach at the field around noon.  I’ve been working hard this off-season on my knuckleball.  I was told over the off-season that I would get a shot to compete for some innings.  Since then, they’ve signed 14 pitchers, 12 of which have professional experience.  This is great for the team, but not so great for my pitching aspirations.  Of course, things change, so we’ll have to see what happens.  Where they really need me is secondbase, and with my shoulder healthy again, I’m more than happy to dive around the infield for another summer.  In our workout today, I caught a bullpen (I’m currently the 3rd-string catcher too) for one of our starting pitchers, Patrick Stanley, and I went for a long-distance run.  I also threw an informal pen to a pitcher willing to get behind the plate with a mask, although the coach didn’t swing by to watch.  After the run, a few position players had shown to up to hit in the cages.  I met the three new faces and we got in some good swings.  When I finished up at the field, I showered and met up with Stanley once again to enjoy one of the real perks of being a Wild Thing…FREE MOVIES. 

After the movie “Fracture” (which was great), I headed back to the host-house where Phyllis had prepared an awesome meal for dinner.  Of the three players living with Phyllis this year, I’m the first to return.  The significance of this is that I get the big single room.  The other two (one of which is JJ Hollenbeck) will be sharing a room for the summer.  Tonight I plan on meeting up with a couple players at a local bar called Jose’s.  It was the main hangout all last season for the team, and always proves to be a good time.

We start our actual training camp next Wednesday, and our first game isn’t until May 23.    I’ll do my best to keep this journal up to date in the meantime.  As always, if you have any questions or comment for me, feel free to leave a message on the discussion board.  Take care all.

Sunday, May 6, 2007

It has been a busy weekend.  I was looking on a map the other day and noticed that Cleveland is only a couple hours away from WashPa.  My friend Paul Gillispie (played at UVA and coached at Oakton) is working as an intern in the Cleveland Indians’ front office and is living in downtown Cleveland.  With my weekend relatively free, I decided to take a trip up there for a day to hang out with him.  I was hoping to be able to catch a game at Jacob’s Field, but unfortunately, the Indians were out of town this weekend.  Instead, the stadium was hosting a high school tournament, and Paul was tasked with scouting a senior pitcher for one of the teams.  The kid he was looking at was a 6’10” right-hander with a fastball that sat at 91-92mph.  He’s expected to go in the top 3 rounds of the draft this June.

I got to Paul’s apartment at about 5:30 Saturday night and we made our way over to the executive offices at Jacob’s Field.  His apartment is in straightaway centerfield, about a block from the field, making the commute to his office a measly 5-minute walk.  He gave me the tour of his floor, and I got to poke my head into the GM’s office.  In addition to the trophies, plaques, and pictures you would expect to see in a GM’s office, there is a complete wall with magnetic nameplates of the entire 40-man rosters of every MLB team.  It’s one of Paul’s responsibilities to keep that board up to date.

After poking around the offices, we met up with the Northeast area scout for the Indians and made our way down to the field, where we sat in the front row, directly behind home plate.  Paul gets to sit there for every home game…which means I’ll have to make another trip up there to catch an actual game.  It’s a very different perspective watching a game in a scouting capacity.  Our conversations shed some very interesting insight into how players are evaluated and what factors go into personnel decisions.  For example…for a right-handed high school pitcher, many scouts virtually disregard anybody under 6’4”.  The logic being that if they have a smaller frame and are throwing in the 90s as a high school senior, their arm is more likely to break down before they can work their way to the big leagues.  A pitcher with a bigger frame will be able to withstand the stresses of throwing a ball that hard.  Another interesting thing with MLB organizations is that many of the decision-makers in the front office didn’t even play ball past high school.  They are 27-year-old Ivy-League grads, who can crunch numbers and make decisions by the book.  It’s sad that these are the guys that make the baseball personnel decisions of who “can” and “cannot” play, yet they couldn’t tell you the difference between “cut” and “run” on a fastball.  

When the game ended, we caught the De La Hoya fight and made our way out on the town to catch some of the nightlife.  Before I drove home in the morning, Paul gave me a quick tour of the stadium, including the dugout, hitting facilities, weight room, and clubhouse.  Those big leaguers have it too nice.  I told Paul he’ll have to make a trip down to WashPa so I can give him a look at how the rest of us live.  

Thursday, May 10, 2007
The WildThings hosted a couple tryouts over the weekend.  On Saturday, they had their team tryout, for which about 80 players showed up.  Last year I attended Florence’s open tryout two days before the league tryout.  As with most of these independent tryouts, there are usually a handful of decent players, and the rest have very little chance.  The coaches are just happy for their “donation” to the team by showing up.  For the team tryouts, the staff is looking to fill specific roles on the roster that have not been filled.  We didn’t sign anyone from the team tryout.

On Monday and Tuesday we hosted the league-wide tryouts.  Last year, I attended it in Chicago.  There were about 200 guys trying out, and every team sends a couple representatives to evaluate the talent.  At the end of the first day, they make a cut, and at the end of the second day they have a draft.  Each team is required to sign at least two players.  With the sixth overall pick, we managed to pick up the best middle-infielder (and best athlete) in the entire tryout.  Sometimes you wonder how some people evaluate talent.  How could 5 other teams pass on this guy?  A couple of them took other infielders!  From what I saw, there was no comparison.  At the end of the day, we signed the infielder, a pitcher, and a catcher.  With one more catcher, it means I no longer have to catch any bullpens…so I’m happy.

Yesterday, we had our first team practice.  Our team is HUGE.  Not necessarily in numbers of players, but in sheer size of the players.  On our pitching staff, we have at least 4 or 5 guys that are 6’7”, and I’d estimate the average weight of our players is around 210lbs.  We went from the smallest team in the league last year to the biggest this year.   I’m used to being the smallest guy on the team, but I’ve never been the smallest by such a large margin.  But that’s the great thing about baseball.  If you can play, you can play.

This training camp is a little different that last year for me, in that I’m not really fighting for a spot.  I’m one of only two returning position players, and it looks like they’re counting on me at secondbase.  Of course all that could change very quickly, so I’ll be busting my butt everyday to keep it that way.  We have about 5 other infielders that are fighting over shortstop and thirdbase.  I’m interested to see how it plays out.  The most intense battles will be waged between the pitchers.  At the end of last season, I was projected at the potential 5th starter with my knuckleball.  10+ signed pitchers later and I’m a long afterthought on the mound.  We have about 18 pitchers in camp right now, and we have to cut it down to about 12 or 13.  The amazing thing is that at least 13 of our pitchers have solid experience and good numbers from affiliated ball.  We just got our top starter back this week after trading him away at the end of the season last fall, so we are returning our top 3 starting pitchers from last years team.  The coaches are going to have some tough decisions in the coming weeks.

Yesterday’s practice was pretty intense for the position players.  After a warmup and 30 minutes of hitting off the tees in the cage, we had about 30 minutes of individual position work which wore everyone out.  We had to work around some cones to field some rolled balls.  It was a pretty basic footwork drill, but after nearly 30 minutes of a continuous loop, our legs were done.  Next, we had a full BP for about 45 minutes.  It was good to see some live balls off the bat again.  After BP we ran some timed doubles and triples.  Maz (the manager) is very big on baserunning.  He believes (and I do as well) that great baserunning is what sparks an offense.  Our 60+ triples last year as a team blew the previous league record of 40 (set by Washington the previous year) out of the water, and led all of baseball.  And we did it in only a 96-game schedule.  Our aggressiveness on the basepaths puts a lot of pressure on outfielders to field every ball cleanly and get it back to the infield quickly.

To finish the day, we had our conditioning.  This consisted of walking lunges and side lunges from homeplate to the foulpole and back.  We’ll do these everyday for the first week or so…it’s not fun.  Finally, we had an ab workout with our trainer.  Overall, it was a pretty taxing day physically.  Most of the guys were surprised by the intensity of the workout.  I think Maz wants to make the point that we’re not just here to go through the motions and play some games.  We’re here to develop and WIN. 

Wednesday, May 16, 2007

Practices have kicked into full swing.  We started seeing live pitching on Monday, playing 10 innings of intrasquad scrimmage.  On Tuesday, we scrimmaged the W&J (Washington and Jefferson College) baseball team for about 14 innings.  They are a D-III team with their home field located behind Falconi Field.  In addition to its vicinity to our field, it is also FieldTurf, so it’s a great practice option when it rains.  Over the two days, I played secondbase and got about 10 plate appearances.  I feel pretty rusty at the plate.  I’m seeing the ball very well, but my swing is not cooperating yet.  Last year, I was coming right out of playing in Florida, so my swing was dialed in from the beginning.  I’ll probably need another 10 at-bats or so before I feel comfortable.  We had a short practice today, and we get back after it tomorrow with a short intrasquad.  I’m scheduled to make my first appearance on the mound for 4 innings...should be fun.

I made my TV debut on Monday.  The marketing people for the WildThings were putting together a commercial to advertise some of the stadium amenities and I was among the 5 players they chose for the spot.  I had a couple lines to say on the Party Deck with the Wild Thing mascot.  I don’t think acting is anywhere in my near future, but we all had a good time.  I’m sure we’ll all get banged in Kangaroo court if they ever air the commercial on the jumbotron during a game. 

Everything else is going well.  We are starting to get into the monotony of playing every day.  For as much free time as it seems we would have away from the field, I always feel like I’m strapped for time.  Whether it’s going to catch a free movie, hanging out with the host-family for dinner, or heading out for a drink with some players, there is always something to do.  The days just seem to fly by, and I’m enjoying every minute of it.  

Sunday, May 20, 2007
On Thursday (the 17th), I made my season pitching debut in a short intrasquad. The scrimmage went 4 innings, and I threw all 4 for my team…knuckleballs, of course. I had the knuckler working great, throwing it for strikes and with plenty of movement. My catcher (who catches Wakefield in the off season) missed 4 pitches in the first inning before switching to a firstbaseman’s mitt for the remainder of the game. Along with my knuckleball, I mixed in a few fastballs and some changeups. I even threw in my new “super-slidestep” to sneak a fastball by a hitter on a 0-2 count for a backwards K. This is a pitch I stumbled upon this spring throwing before Oakton games. Basically, I quick pitch the ball from the set position without taking a stride to the plate, incorporating some of my double-play technique at secondbase. It got a nice laugh from the players and coaches (myself included), but it worked nonetheless. I got through the first 3 innings scoreless, before giving up 2 runs in the 4th. Overall, I gave up 4 or 5 hits, struck out 4, and walked none.  Most importantly, I had a lot of fun, and hopefully showed the coaches that I could be a legitimate option this year. I’ll have to wait and see how things play out though. There is no doubt in my mind that I can be effective from the mound, but right now we have plenty of pitching and I am needed at secondbase.

On Friday and Saturday, we had 3 exhibition games against the Slippery Rock Sliders, a new expansion team. They drove down for a day-night double-header on Friday, and one more Saturday night. These exhibition games give the coaches one final look at all of their players before making the final roster cuts to bring the number down to 24. Mazz (our manager) joked with me earlier in the week that I might not see much time in these games. As I found out last year, he is very protective of injured players, taking extra time to bring them back slowly. Although my shoulder is feeling great, he doesn’t want to throw me out there if he doesn’t have to, especially when the games don’t count. It also gives him a chance to see the other infielders that are fighting for the final spots. We ended up winning all three games. They were pretty weak all around and we were able to control the tempo at all times. I didn’t start either game on Friday, but I managed to talk my way into getting an at-bat and an inning in the field in the second game. I grounded out to first in the one at-bat. On Saturday, I got the start at secondbase and played all nine.  Slippery Rock alternated lefties and righties throughout the game, so I went back and forth from left to right at the plate.  I ended the night going 3-for-4, with 2 RBI and a run scored.  All three hits were from the right side of the plate. It felt good to see some game pitching and have some success. The opener on Wednesday cannot come soon enough.

They gave us today off, so I went with JJ Hollenbeck up to Cleveland again to catch an Indians game with Paul Gillispie. He used his front office connections to get us seats in the front row directly behind homeplate.  I had never seen a big league game from better seats. We watched Paul Byrd (Cleveland’s right-handed starter) shut down the Reds with a fastball that topped at 86mph. Jacob’s Field is definitely a great venue to watch a baseball game.

Saturday, May 26, 2007
At the moment, I’m sitting here in Florence, KY at a Microtel Hotel waiting for our 3:00 bus to the field.  We play our second game here against the Freedom tonight before they follow us back to Washington for two more games on Sunday and Monday.  The schedule is a little different this year as compared to years past.  Instead of the standard 3-game series, they’ve adjusted the schedule so that we play just 2-game sets against our own division.  This includes Florence, Chillicothe, and Slippery Rock.  I’m not sure what the logic behind the scheduling is, but it doesn’t seem to make much sense.  For our longer trips to Kalamazoo and beyond, we go back to the regular 3-games series, but that won’t happen until the middle of June.

We opened up our season at home on Wednesday night to a crowd of nearly 4,000 against Slippery Rock.  I got the start at secondbase and batted in the nine-hole.  I managed one hit on the night, driving in 2 runs with the bases loaded to put us up 2-0 in the 5th.  Although in the scorebook it may look like a solid hit, it was hardly that.  With the infield in, I jammed myself on an inside fastball and blooped the ball to the edge of the outfield grass in rightfield.  Teammates have coined this spot on the field as the Werm-hole, since I seem to find ways to bleed balls into this region just out of the infielders reach and in front of the outfielders.   They may not be pretty, but they are hits nonetheless, and I’ll take what I can get.

After beating the Sliders on opening night, we dropped the second game on Thursday.  I got the night off, as the coaches wanted to get some of the new guys a start.  We drove here to Florence yesterday morning and got the win last night 8-1.  I again played secondbase.  After failing to get down a sac bunt (which did not make me happy), I flared another “werm-hole” shot off the end of the bat, just out of the shortstop’s reach for an RBI single.  I ended the night 1-for-4 and started three 4-6-3 double plays.  As a team we turned 5 double-plays in the game.

After last night’s game, myself and about 8 other teammates made our way 20-minutes north to Cincinnati to have some fun on the town.  The beauty about having games at 7:00pm every night is that even when you stay out until 2:00am, you can still get 9 or 10 hours of sleep because you don’t have to be at the field until 3:00 in the afternoon.  I figure there are only a handful of opportunities in life where you can go out and party in all these cool cities.  I don’t want to look back on this experience and feel like I missed out on anything.  But what I do know is that I will have a lifetime of stories to tell when I’m done.  

Wednesday, May 30, 2007

We completed the 2-game sweep of Florence at their place on Saturday night.  I started against their soft-throwing lefty and went 2-for-2 with a walk and HBP.  We thumped them 13-3 and headed home to play them two more times on Sunday and Monday.  We continued our momentum, winning the two home games.  I got the night off on Sunday in front of a sellout home crowd.  It was unfortunate timing for my mom, dad, and older sister, who came up for the Sunday game.  Although they didn’t get to see me play that night, it was great to see them.

In the day game on Memorial Day, I gave the fans a stir as I flirted with an inside-the-park homerun.  On a 2-0 pitch, I yanked a fastball down the rightfield line and one-hopped the fence.  Off the bat, I was immediately thinking three bases, and as I rounded second and headed for third, the throw from the rightfielder got away from the cut-off men into left field.  As I was sliding into third, I was surprised to see my thirdbase coach waving me home, and I made a quick pop-up slide and turned for home.  The throw home was a little wide and I slid in safely to tie the score at 2 in the 3rd inning.  The fans were pretty excited, and congratulated me on my “homerun”.  Unfortunately, it was ruled a triple, with and error on the rightfielder.  A little homefield scoring would have been nice.  I guess I’ll have to keep waiting for that first homer…although I don’t know if an inside-the-parker would quite satisfy me.

We drove to Chillicothe yesterday morning and played last night.  Their new manager is Mark Mason, who coached third base for the Wild Things last year.  They are our biggest league rival, and there has been some bad blood between the teams in the past.  With Mason at the helm, there is no doubt the rivalry will remain, but hopefully it can become a friendly one.  Chillicothe is also the field with all FieldTurf.  As an infielder, it is a great surface to field groundballs, but as a hitter, it eats up anything on the ground.  It also gets quite steaming out there, and there is no dirt to grab to dry your hands.  Last night, we won the first game of the series 7-3.  I knocked in the first run of the game with a single to right with two outs.  In my next at-bat, the slow turf robbed me of another RBI single as their secondbaseman dove for a one-hop line drive up the middle with the infield in.  On normal grass, the ball would have easily skipped through, but here the turf grabs the ball and slowed the hop enough for him to get a glove on it.  I guess after all the “werm-holes” I’ve hit, I deserve to have a couple hard-hit balls caught.  I also got down another sac bunt and drew a walk, finishing 1-for -2 on the night.  When the game ended, I made sure to win the race to the showers, so I could get what little warm water was available.  Of course, a shower is usually a moot point since there is not A/C in the cramped clubhouse, and you start sweating right away anyways.

Friday, June 8, 2007

I’m back in Chillicothe, OH, waiting for the 4:00 bus to the field.  We’ve continued to play well over the last week, and our record now stands at (10-4).  The two-game series are getting old very quickly, and we are getting sick of playing Florence, Chillicothe, and Slippery Rock.  After tonight, we go back home for two more against Chillicothe, and another two with Florence before making our first long road trip to Southern Illinois and Evansville.

I’m still playing 3 out of 4 games at secondbase and I’ve come to enjoy that off-day every 4th day.  As the season grinds on, I probably won’t get that luxury.  At the plate, I’ve started to see some struggles.  Right now I feel comfortable at the plate from the right side, but my swing is a little out of whack from the left.  I think I only had one hit in the last week.  I’m looking forward to getting back to WashPa tomorrow so I can get some extra swings in the cage and figure out my swing.  It’s a long season, and I’m confident I’ll get things back on track.

It’s been a pretty disappointing week for my other teams.  I sat at home on our off-day and watched UVA get beat by OSU Monday night, and then again Tuesday afternoon.  I had intended to drive home Sunday night to get down to Charlottesville, but the timing didn’t work out like I had hoped.  After all the work they’ve put into this season, they go home empty-handed again and will have to wait for next year.  The same can be said for Oakton, who also were eliminated on Tuesday.  I’m proud of their effort all season, and it was a pleasure to spend time with them everyday.  Although I’m sure they are equally disappointed, at least they were able to bring home the regional title, which is a great accomplishment….Beating Madison is nice too.

Thursday, June 14, 2007

Wow…where do I start?  I’d have to say it has been a milestone week for me.  I guess I’ll start with the biggest news.  KEITH, the race is over!! Hahaha.  I finally got one.  Last night I hit a 2-1 fastball down the rightfield line for a solo homerun…my first homerun at any level.  Most importantly, it was a legitimate shot in one of the bigger parks we’ll play in this year.  With 335’ down the line and a 10’ high fence, the park here in Southern Illinois just couldn’t contain me, as my bomb cleared the fence by well over 6 inches…haha.  And best of all, it went right into the visitors bullpen, so our relievers were able to get the ball for me.  When I hit the ball, I knew I got it good, and as I watched it go, I just kept watching the rightfielder to see his reaction.  As I rounded first, I couldn’t take my eyes off the umpire down the line to make the call, and the feeling was very surreal when he pointed fair and signaled the homerun.  Rounding third, I high-fived Mazz (our manager) and told him, “I retire.”  My teammates were probably more pumped than I was when I got back to the dugout.  I got high fives from everyone, and with us down in the game 8-3 after the homer, it turned around the mood in the dugout.  After going down 8-1 through 6 innings, my run was one of 7 in the final three innings to bring us back to tie the game in the 9th.  Unfortunately, we lost in the bottom the ninth on a controversial call at home. 

On Monday, I made my first appearance on the mound with my knuckleball.  It was one of those games where every pitcher was struggling, and by the 4th inning it started to cross my mind that I could get an inning or two.  Going into the bottom of the seventh, we were coming to bat down 16-3 to Chillicothe, and Mazz told me I had the 8th and 9th.  Unfortunately, I was coming up to bat 2nd in the inning, so warming up was out of the question.  After making the second out of the inning, I quickly ran down to the bullpen to throw a few pitches, but our next batter flew out before I could get any throws in.  So, I made my way to the mound, got my 8 warm-up pitches, and was ready to go.  Luckily, I got the feel for my knuckleball right away, and it was dancing great.  In some cases it was moving too much.  I got the first batter to fly out to right, but lost the next batter to a walk.  After a botched double-play ball and a wild pitch, I had a runner on second with two outs.  I made a mistake on a 1-2 pitch, hanging a knuckleball to their 4-hole hitter, who hit an RBI double down the right field line.  I got the next batter to ground weakly to first to end the inning.  In the 9th, I went back out for another inning.  After getting 0-2 to the first batter with 2 knuckleballs, I tried my new “super-slidestep” to catch the batter off guard.  Essentially, I deliver the pitch without a stride to the plate, getting it to the plate in about .8 seconds instead of the typical 1.3.  The pitch painted the inside corner and froze the batter.  Unfortunately, it froze the umpire as well, who called it a ball.  I couldn’t hold back a smile on the pitch, and neither could anyone on the team.  I later struck out the batter with a high knuckleball.  I closed out the 9th without surrendering anymore runs.  In the end, I threw 2 innings, with 1 K, 2 BB, 1 H, and 1 ER.  I’m looking forward to more opportunities to get on the mound this summer.  My ultimate goal would be to get a start on the mound at some point.  I have to wait and see.

Right now I’m on a 6-game road trip to Southern Illinois (Marion) and Evansville, Indiana.  We made the 10-hour bus trip through the night Tuesday after our final game with Florence.  It’s nice to be able to play some different teams for once.  On an interesting side note, one of the So. Illinois’ starting pitchers is Danny Almonte, the Little Leaguer who lied about his age in the World Series several years back.  Hopefully I’ll get a chance to hit off him.

Wednesday, June 20, 2007

The last week has been a rough one for the Wild Things.  After dropping 2 of 3 in Southern Illinois, we made the 2-hour trip East to Evansville, IN.  This is the field used to film A League of Their Own, and our dugout is the one in the movie where Tom Hanks makes his “no crying in baseball” speech.  It’s the 3rd oldest active stadium in the country.  It also happens to be my least favorite place to play.  It’s always hot and muggy, the lockerroom is a sauna, the field is a rock, and the white building in the background behind the pitcher makes it nearly impossible to recognize pitches.  I managed to have one of my worst games of the year there on Sunday.  After striking out with a runner on third in my first at-bat, I managed to make 2 errors in the first 3 innings to contribute to an early 5-0 deficit.  One error was a chopper that I charged and played correctly, but when I reached to field the short-hop, the ball skipped left and off the heel of my glove.  The second error was a 5-4-3 double play that I threw away at firstbase.  The one thing I hate the most is messing up a double-play ball.  Although I salvaged an RBI single later in the game, it was bittersweet as I finished 1-for-4 in the loss.  After losing the first two badly, we were able to salvage one win against a very weak Evansville team on a complete game 2-hit shutout by our ace on Monday.  It made the 8-hour trip home much more bearable.

On a sidenote regarding the roadtrip, in addition to our poor play, the trip was made worse by the hotel situation.  The first hotel had no internet and a brutal continental breakfast.  It was also in the middle of nowhere, and it was a $30 cab fare each way just to get out to a bar at Southern Illinois University.  Night life on the road is what makes this league so much fun, so it’s frustrating when the hotel location isn’t accommodating.  In Evansville, it was much the same.  It was a 30-minute bus ride each way just to get to the field.  The worst thing is passing about a dozen quality hotels on the way to the ballpark everyday.  They must have given us a great deal to stay where we did.  Anything to save a buck.

We got home from Evansville late Monday night.  Some crazy thunderstorms rolled through after BP on Tuesday and washed out the first game of the series yesterday.  The rainout gave me an opportunity to get caught up on some free movies.  I went with a couple teammates and watched Oceans 13 and Hostel 2 back to back.

We were back at it today with two 7-inning games, and we continued our poor play.   Our most reliable starter gave up 6 earned through the first 2 innings to put us in an early hole in the first game against So. Illinois.  The silver lining behind this rough start was that I got to make another appearance with the knuckleball, throwing the final two innings of the game.  After coming into the dugout in the bottom of the 5th, I was told I had the 6th and 7th.  I was coming up to bat fourth in the inning, so I quickly ran out to the bullpen and got in about 10 quick pitches before my at-bat.  In my first inning, I was able to get myself out of a bases loaded jam.  After a quick first out, I lost my footing on a fastball and plunked their 4-hole hitter.  The next batter got a solid single through the left side on a 3-1 fastball.  With first and second, I was finally able to find the strikezone with my knuckle to get ahead in the count.  I broke my first bat with a knuckleball, but the ball managed to dribble through the middle of the infield past the shortstop who was shading to the pull-side.  With bases loaded and 1 out, I coaxed a weak flyout and a chopper to short to get out the inning unscathed.  In my second inning of work, I got a first pitch pop up to secondbase with a knuckleball.  I walked the second batter, but was able to get a 4-6-3 double play on the first pitch to the next batter to end the inning.  In all, I went 2-innings, 2 hits, 1 BB, 1 HBP, and 0 runs.

In the second game, I played secondbase again.  JJ got the spot start for one of our injured pitchers, pitching 5 strong and allowing 0 runs with 6 SO.  With a 2-0 lead in the 6th, our closer came in and gave up the lead on a 3-run homer.  We lost the game 4-3.  Our record in the last 8 games now stands at (2-6).  Part of our struggles stem from some injuries to our starting pitchers.  In the last couple weeks, 3 starters have gone down with injuries, and one has been released.  We picked up an new guy today to start tomorrow night.  This still leaves us one starter short for Friday night’s game.  I’m crossing my fingers, hoping I might get the nod for that game.  We’ll see what happens.

July 6, 2007

I’m sorry for the long break from entries, but it seems like Groundhog Day everyday and it can be hard to find things to write about.  Over the last couple weeks, we picked things up a bit on the field and we are currently riding a 6-game win streak.  We are in the middle of a 10-day home stand, after which I’ll get to head home for the All-star break.  I was not selected for the All-star game, but we did have 5 players make it from our team, including three pitchers and two position players.  Being selected to the Frontier League All-star game is actually bittersweet for most players.  Sure, it’s a nice honor for having a good first half, but most guys are actually looking forward to heading home for a 3-day break.  Instead, those selected will be headed to Florence, KY.

In other news, my host mom just got married on Sunday, July 1st.  There have been all kinds of family around.  To accommodate all the new people in town, JJ and I were put up in a hotel room for about a week.  Living in the hotel has made this homestand feel like another road trip.  Yesterday was our first day back in the house and it’s nice to be back.  The hotel room was nice, but nothing beats being in my own bed.

Tonight, we are looking to complete the 3-game sweep of Traverse City.  My dad and brother are coming into town to watch me play today tonight.  I asked my manager to see if he could put me in the lineup tonight so they could see me play.  Last time they came up I was riding the pine.  After tonight, we host Kalamazoo for three games before heading home for the break.  

Tuesday, July 10, 2007 from the Observer-Reporter in Washington, Pa. 
 

Kyle Werman ended his professional baseball career Monday night after the second baseman for the Wild Things got an offer he could not refuse. 

Kyle , agreed to become an assistant baseball coach at his alma mater, the University of Virginia. "I was hoping for that position to open up, and it finally did," said Werman. "It's hard to leave this because I'm having so much fun. It's a great stepping stone and the timing was right with the All-Star break."

He was in the lineup for the final time on Monday and went 3-for-4 during Washington's 9-1 win over Kalamazoo.
"He's as good a second baseman defensively as you'll find on the major league level," said Washington manager John Massarelli. "He has major league hands and can turn a major league double play. He has the quickest turn I've ever seen."
The 25-year-old switch-hitter was drafted by the Wild Things with the fourth pick in the first round of the 2006 Frontier League draft and hit .254 before a shoulder injury ended his season. He underwent three operations in the offseason but returned for the 2007 season. 

 

Look for Kyle's final entry as a player in the next few days as he describes his last day. 

Saturday, July 14, 2007

What a whirlwind week!!!  I guess I’ll just start at the beginning…

One of my goals this summer, in addition to having a great time playing baseball, was to pursue getting a college coaching job for the fall.  Over the last couple years, I’ve gotten a taste of where the engineering world can lead me.  Engineering is definitely something I could see myself pursuing, but at the same time there has always been that bug inside of me to want to try my hand at coaching.  I called my college coach at UVA (Brian O’Connor) in May to discuss some of my options in the coaching world.  We talked about the kinds of sacrifices I would have to make financially, the extreme time commitment, and the struggles of working from the bottom up.  Most importantly, he warned me that timing will not be something I can control.  I could get a phone call out of the blue in the middle of the season and have to make a decision to walk away from playing.  I understood all the factors, and I asked him to let me know if any opportunities come up that he felt I “had” to take.  And with that, the conversation was over.  I reported for our spring training in WashPa, and before I knew it I was counting down the days to the All-Star break.

Then July 6th rolled around.  It was a Friday, my sister’s birthday, my dad and brother were coming up to watch my game that night, and I had my alarm set for 10am to get me out of bed for a phone call from the Frontier League front office.  I was being interviewed for a player background piece that would highlight me on the Frontier League website after the All-Star break.  Needless to say, there was other stuff on my mind that day when I was awoken by a phone call at 9:30am.  I saw on the caller-ID that it was Coach O’Connor, and I knew right away what that could mean.  Sure enough, he informed me that there was a coaching position available.  The volunteer assistant at Virginia was leaving, and they needed a replacement to step in right away.  I was one of the guys he was considering for the job, but it would mean I would have to leave the Wild Things right away to start.  I knew immediately that this was just the opportunity I was hoping for.  With the All-Star break approaching, I told him I could play my last game on Monday and be in Charlottesville on Wednesday.  He needed some time to consider all his options and he said he would call me in a few days with a decision. 

I spent the next couple of days trying not to get too excited about the potential offer.  I didn’t want to get my hopes up and have it turn out to be nothing.  At the same time, I was in a win/win situation.  If I got the job, I had an opportunity to start my coaching career in one of the top programs in the country, under one of the top coaching staffs in the country, and at my alma mater no less.  On the other hand, if I didn’t get it, I wouldn’t have to quit playing, and I could continue to enjoy coming to the ballpark everyday.  By the time Sunday rolled around, I was just ready to just find out SOMETHING, one way or another.

When I finally did get the call, we were just coming into the clubhouse after a win over Kalamazoo.  I checked my phone and saw there was a message from Coach O’Connor.  Still in full uniform, I took my phone outside and called him back.  To my delight, he told me the position was mine.  When the phone conversation ended 30 minutes later, Big James (our laundry guy) was waiting at the door for my uniform.  I stripped down and made my way inside, passing by the open door to the coaches’ office.  Mazz, Ross (our GM), and the rest of the staff were all there talking, so I stepped in to deliver the news.  When I told them I was accepting a coaching position and that Monday would be my last game, they initially thought I was joking.  When I repeated the news, it became apparent I was not joking.  Initial shock gave way to brief disappointment, which quickly turned to congratulatory talk.  In the world of professional baseball, events often happen without warning; guys get released, guys get hurt, and guys quit.  As baseball men, they were very understanding of my situation and they were happy for me.  I was able to walk out of the office feeling good about the situation.  

The next day, everything I did took on new meaning.  Whether it was the last warm-up stretch, the last batting practice, or the last pre-game PB&J, every routine event that I would normally take for granted now meant so much more.  All I wanted was to live up to my own expectations for this day and go out with a bang.

The Wild Things made sure to do their part to make it a special night for me.  As the announcer called out the starting lineup to take the field, he paused at my name to make the special announcement that I would be leaving.  Upon hearing the news, the sellout Monday night crowd gave me a nice ovation, and chills ran through my body as I ran out of the dugout, touched secondbase, and continued to shallow centerfield for the National Anthem. 

When the bottom of the second inning came around, I stood in the on-deck circle awaiting my first at-bat.  I had joked throughout the day with my teammates about how I was going to hit a homerun in my final game.  It seemed only fitting since it had taken me 25 years just to get my first a month earlier.  Thoughts flew through my mind of Ripken hitting a homerun in his 2131 milestone game.  Taking my practice swings, I visualized an inside fastball and saw myself driving it over the rightfield fence.  After two quick outs in the inning, I came to the plate and proceeded to take the first strike as I always would in that situation.  With a 1-1 count, I geared up for the inside fastball and got one.  I made a great swing on it and caught it on the sweetspot.  As I watched the ball soar deep down the rightfield line, my heart skipped a beat.  Approaching the turn at firstbase, I watched the ball fall just short (as it has so many times in my career), bouncing off the warning track and into the home bullpen for a ground-rule double.  Although it wasn’t the homerun I had visualized just minutes earlier, I was satisfied with the first ground-rule double of my lifetime.

The game flew by at a torrid pace.  In my second at-bat I grounded out hard to secondbase to end an inning, and I singled through the right side in my third at-bat.  In the field, I “muscled” our firstbaseman out of three infield pop-ups.  Back in spring training, after our infield showed a poor ability to catch pop-ups in a flyball communication drill, Mazz had deemed it a “team rule” that I was to catch any infield pop-up I could get.  It had become a running joke throughout the season, so it was only fitting that I would steal a few pop-ups in my final game.  After each one, the entire dugout would laugh, and Mazz would give me a big thumbs up.  On the third pop-up to firstbase, when the ball left the bat, everyone in the infield yelled, “Werm,” and stood in their spots waiting for me to circle under it and make the call.  I couldn’t keep myself from laughing after I caught it.

In the sixth inning, I turned the final double play of my career, a 6-4-3 to throw out a speedy leadoff man.  I have always taken pride in my ability to turn a double-play, and in a lot of ways, that ability is what has allowed me to play as long as I have.  It is probably the single most enjoyable thing I do on the baseball field, and it was very satisfying to be able to turn one more good one before hanging up the spikes.

As the game sped on, we had a comfortable 9-1 lead behind our ace (Ledbetter) on the mound.  I came to the plate to lead off the bottom of the eighth, knowing it was going to be my last at-bat.  All anyone hopes for is to be able to get a hit in their last at-bat.  With a 2-1 count, I knocked a single over the head of the shortstop, dropping it in front of the leftfielder for my third hit of the night.  Again, chills ran though me as I stood on firstbase listening to the cheers of my teammates and the fans.

When I took the field in the bottom of the ninth, I couldn’t have been more pleased with how the night had turned out.  Our pitcher finished his warm-up pitches, and it hit me that I was only three outs from the end of my career.  As he threw the first pitch of the inning, I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Mazz was walking out of the dugout towards homeplate.  He was carrying the lineup card, and following him out to the field was Kyle Padgett, our shortstop.  I immediately realized what he was doing; he was pulling me from the game.  As I started to walk off the field, the packed house of 3,800 people stood and applauded.  I felt tears well up in my eyes as I removed my hat to acknowledge them.  The tears rolled down my cheeks as I was greeted with hugs from all my teammates and coaches in the dugout.  It was quite possibly the greatest single moment in my entire life.

Journal Recap:

Now I’m down in Charlottesville getting situated with my new job.  My primary responsibility and source of my income as the volunteer assistant coach is to setup and run the baseball camps.  Brian Anderson, the previous volunteer assistant, met with me on Wednesday to give me the rundown and pass the torch.  Once we get on the field, I’ll be coaching firstbase and working with the catchers.  I’ll also be assisting Coach Mac with the hitters, baserunning, and infielders.  I’m excited to be back in Charlottesville again and part of the baseball program.  It is going to be a great opportunity, and I’m looking to make the best of it.

At this point, my journal will be coming to an end.  When I started it almost a year-and-a-half ago, there is no way of predicting how things would have turned out.  From Mets spring training, to my release, to the tryouts, to playing in Washington, to the shoulder injury and surgeries, and now to the end of my playing days and beginning of my coaching career, there have been a lot of significant life events, and this journal was there to document it all.  When I signed with Washington a year ago in the spring, I had very little in regard to expectations, and I was just hoping to cling onto the game a little longer.  As I leave it now and look back, I can honestly say that playing for the Wild Things over the last two seasons was one of the greatest experiences of my life.  The people I met and the experiences we shared will forever be ingrained in my memory.

I want to give thanks to everyone who took the time to follow me on the website and gave me such positive feedback.  Although I’m not particularly fond of writing, I always felt that the time I spent on the journal was fully appreciated.  I’m glad I was able to share a little piece of my baseball experience with everyone.

Thank you all,

Kyle Werman

