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Werman Signs Pro Contract
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Madison High School graduate Kyle Werman is playing for the Kingsport Mets rookie-league team in Tennessee

by DAVE FACINOLI 

By now, Kyle Werman is accustomed to being overlooked, then making the best of a situation by reaching plateaus he was not expected to achieve.

PRO BASEBALL 

So the 23-year-old Vienna resident and 2000 Madison High School graduate jumped at the chance to prove himself once again when he eagerly signed a month-long professional baseball contract with the New York Mets on Aug. 15. The scrappy 5-foot-7, 155-pound switch-hitting middle-infielder/catcher is finishing the season as a member of the Kingsport Mets of Kingsport, Tenn., in the Appalachian League. The rookie-league team concludes its season this week.

“I’ll try to make the best of the situation,” Werman said.

What makes Werman’s story so unique is he has often been considered “too small” by baseball experts to achieve much in the sport beyond the youth leagues. What those experts weren’t able to measure, though, was the size of Werman’s heart and the degree of his intense determination and his passion to play the game the right way.

“I don’t think there are any two kids in this area who are as fundamentally sound as the Werman brothers,” Vienna Post 180 American Legion manager Burt Crump said. “You don’t realize that until you watch them play. They know the game and they don’t make mistakes.”

Werman’s younger brother Keith played on Crump’s team this past summer season.

Those traits, along with Kyle Werman’s fundamentally sound skills and team-player attitude, eventually earned him starting roles and all-league honors on both the Madison High and University of Virginia teams. Then this summer, when injuries left the Mets’ farm system short on middle infielders late in the season, Werman’s reputation was what earned him the opportunity to fill that void and sign as a free agent.

Even though he will just play a few pro games this summer, Werman has been invited to the Mets’ spring training next year, where he will likely be assigned to another minor league contract.

“It’s been a blast so far. It’s exciting,” Werman said. “Ideally I’d like to make a team and play a full season next year.”

After 18 at-bats, Werman had two hits for Kingsport and had struck out just once. He had one error in the field at second base.

“The biggest difference is the speed of the game,” Werman said. “The guys here are so much faster and the pitchers all throw 90 miles per hour. Right now I’m swinging instead of recognizing pitches.”

One of Werman’s teammates is the younger brother, Thomas, of New York Mets’ catcher Mike Piazza.

Werman realizes his chances of achieving a lengthy professional baseball playing career are a long shot. But he’s overcome long odds before, and just such a situation suits him just fine. His ultimate goal in the sport is to coach.

“I had pretty much given up on playing ball this season, I thought it was all a joke at first,” Werman said. “But this is a great chance to get my feet wet and get a few games under my belt,” Werman said. “You never know how things are going to work out.”

At Madison, Werman became a team captain and the starting second baseman his senior year and was chosen as an all-district player. At Virginia, after making the team as a walk-on to serve as a bullpen catcher, then later nearly getting cut, Werman survived in a big way. He eventually became a captain, a starter, an All-Atlantic Coast Conference and All-Region tournament selection, a two-time academic All-American, a career .278 hitter, he earned a baseball scholarship, and he tied the school record for the most games played in a career with 221 games. In addition, Werman received his bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering and his master’s in education.

Werman had hoped to be chosen in the pro baseball draft this past June. When he wasn’t, he finished his master’s work at Virginia and kept his baseball skills sharp by playing locally in the Industrial League. 

When the opening developed with the Mets, local Mets scout Matt Wondolowski knew of Werman and eventually signed him to a one-month contract. Wondolowski was impressed with Werman’s versatility, his makeup and the way he plays the game.

“That’s a tough situation for a player to join a team with a month left in the season,” Wondolowski said. “But with his maturity, we felt Kyle could handle that. What he might lack in ability and size, he makes up for with his instincts, his knowledge of the game and his hustle.”

About the time Werman signed as a free agent, he was set to begin a job at Raytheon as a hardware engineer. Now, he’ll delay starting that position until Sept. 19, then work out any job conflicts that may occur next spring.

Considering Werman’s overachieving baseball history, there will undoubtedly be a conflict to solve.
Kyle Werman - Summer Baseball Diary

Kyle has provided a look into spring training, the Mets, and Independent baseball. Follow along as he experiences the "professional" life of a minor league ballplayer.   
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            Kingsport Mets

           Washington Wild Things

Friday, April 7, 2006 
Wednesday was my first day of training camp in Port St. Lucie.  I arrived with about 18 other players for the first day of Extended Spring Training.  We joined about 40 other players who were left over from the first month of regular Spring Training.  On the first day, all of us "new" guys went through a series of medical exams, including a urine test, blood test, several shots, and physical examinations by the orthopedic doctor.  Once cleared medically, we had to pass some fitness tests (vertical jump, bound jump, 10yrd sprint, 5-10-5 shuttle, 30-second cone hop, and the 300-yard shuttle).  I passed all the tests, but the day left me (and everyone else) pretty sore and tired.

For living arrangements, they put all of us into a Holiday Inn about 12 miles from the field.  I was disappointed to find that my room was a suite, with only one bed and a fold-out couch.  Since I had arrived late Tuesday evening, I was stuck with the couch....clearly not ideal living conditions.  Luckily, it turned out that all players over 22 year of age could live away from the hotel.  I jumped at that opportunity and grouped up with 4 other guys to rent a place in the PGA Village located only 1 mile from the field.  It has two rooms (2 beds each), 2 1/2 baths, full kitchen, and a living room...all fully furnished.  When the big leaguers are in town, they stay in these rooms as well.  In fact, Kaz Matsui is staying two doors down while he rehabs his knee.  Needless to say, it's quite an upgrade from the Holiday Inn.  In addition, because the team gives us money to support our living expenses away from the hotel, I'll be able to pocket a few extra bucks as well.  This extra cash is important since it turns out that in our contract it reads that we will be paid only during the "Championship Season," which apparently does not include spring training.  They are only responsible for providing food and housing during the next two months.

The facility we play in is very nice.  Located beyond the outfield fence of "Tradition Field" (the home of the Major League spring training games and the high-A St. Lucie Mets), there are 4 full fields, along with several abbreviated diamonds, a hitting facility, and the locker rooms.  The hitting facility includes a pitching simulator that displays a video of a pitcher's windup as the ball is thrown through a hole in the screen (the system costs $150,000).  The locker room contains around 150 lockers, a training room, weight room, equipment room, cafeteria, and administrative offices.  They have breakfast and lunch available for us everyday in the cafeteria.  

So far, the most interesting aspect of training camp is the cultural exchange.  I would estimate that around 70% of the players are Hispanic (mostly Dominican).  As an American, I am definitely in the minority.  There are even 3 Australians in camp.  With the large Latin influence, everything the coach says has to be translated by one of the Latin coaches (which makes every meeting take twice as long).  I've taken the opportunity to work on my Spanish, and the Latin players are eager to help me learn their language.  In return, I help them with their English.

Entering my fourth day of training camp, I am already understanding the monotony of the everyday routine.  The day usually begins with "early work" at 8:00am, which may be extra groundballs, BP, bunting, baserunning, etc.  At 9:00, we have our team meeting to start the day.  We do our "active warm-up", conditioning, and throwing program until 10:00.  Next is usually infield work, bunt defense, flyball communication, or some other fundamental drills.  At around 11:30, we break for lunch in the cafeteria.  After lunch, another "active warm-up" before hitting BP on the field and playing an intra-squad scrimmage.  At the end of the day, we have a lift in the weight room.

I have not been totally satisfied with my first couple days on the field.  It's hard not to press a little.  As a new player in camp, it's only natural to try to show that you belong there, and I have not been able to just relax and play.  It doesn't help that the coaches are constantly trying to change things.  For example, on a groundball I have always tried to make one of my first movements to get to the side of the ball in order to read the hops.  The coaches want me to go directly to the ball.  They also feel that my arm slot is too high when throwing the ball.  Although I don't necessarily agree with what they're saying, if I ignore them it may not look good.  These types of things are making me think a little too much while playing, and that's the last thing I want to do.  I'm confident I'll make the necessary adjustments and I'll be fine in the days to come.

A "small world" moment occurred when I found out that one of the head coordinators on the field is George Greer, who was the head coach at Wake Forest for 30+ years.  I played against him for 3 years with Virginia and he remembered exactly who I was.  Maybe he'll be a guy in my corner...it can't hurt.  Bye the way, because we are all "professionals", the coaches are to be called by their first names.  It's a little weird calling him "George", but I'm sure I'll get used to it.

I guess that's it for now.  I plan on continuing this "diary" throughout camp.  I'll do my best to stay up to date.
Saturday, April 8, 2006 

Today seemed like it would never end.  I got to the field at around 7:15 to eat breakfast and reported to early work at 8:00.  Early work consisted of double play feeds.  Today was the first day I felt totally comfortable on the field, and I feel like I am definitely holding my own defensively.  With that said, the coaches continue to try to change my footwork and arm action.  From what I understand, the main instructors for the Mets have a certain way they want things done, and it's the responsibility of the coaching staff at camp to implement these ideals.  On Monday, a "roving" instructor will be in camp to evaluate the players (and the coaches ability to implement the "Mets way").  Just as the players are competing for spots, the coaches are also being evaluated.  I'm doing my best to try to conform to what the coaches want while still maintaining my own comfort level.  Other players have said that once you get to the upper levels, the coaches tend to stop nit-picking about mechanics and just let you do what works.  Hopefully I can show them that I can get the job done fine.

After early work, I got some tee work in on my own before we all reported for our morning meeting and stretch at 9:00.  Today's defensive fundamentals consisted of double-cuts. Since they split the infielders onto two different fields, I got a lot of throws.  Fortunately, my arm has been feeling great.  The tendinitis I dealt with all winter seems to be under control at the moment.

After defense, we started the batting practice that never ended.  Due to some poor organization, they mixed our regular BP with live BP with a pitcher on the mound.  Pitchers would cycle in to throw 21 pitches to batters, and when one pitcher would finish we would set up the L-screen for regular BP while the next pitcher gets loose on the side.  I got to face one of their prospect pitchers coming off the DL (Humberg, 1st rounder out of Rice).  The hitters only got 3 pitches each, and I put 2 balls in play (nothing impressive, but it was good to get my first swings off live pitching in 6+ months).  For some reason, the field I was on was running way behind schedule.  By the time we finished, all the other fields had already gone to lunch and were returning back to the fields.  Needless to say, I was plenty hungry when we finally broke for lunch at 1:30.

By 2:00, the daily scrimmage was under way.  As a new guy, I probably won't get into a scrimmage until next week.  On Monday, we begin to scrimmage other teams located in the area (Dodgers, Marlins, Nationals?, etc.).  While the other guys scrimmaged, I was sent to the cages for a hitting circuit for about 40 minutes.  I got to try out the "Virtual" machine for the first time.  It displays a video of a pitcher's windup and fires a pitch in perfect timing with the motion.  I was surprised at how realistic it was.....VERY cool.  After hitting, we had to sit and watch the rest of the scrimmage with the other pitchers.   By the time I showered and left, it was already 5:15.  Nothing like a 10 hour day at the baseball field.  I'm starting to see why so many of the players are disgruntled about being here.  They definitely don't have things in perspective...I'll take a long day at the ballpark any day.

 Sunday, April 9, 2006 

Today was a nice easy day.  From here on out, Sundays are supposed to be our off day.  We had some rain roll through that knocked us off the field at 10:00, so we were unable to do our defensive fundamentals and field BP.  Instead, we hit in the cages and called it a day.  I was out of there by 12:30 which will allow me to get some much needed rest for the remainder of the day.  It looks like some of the guys are going to get together to go bowling later today.  Should be fun.

Monday, April 10, 2006 

Today, the Dodgers sent their Extended team down from Vero Beach to play against our squad.  At this point, I'm still pretty low on the totem pole, so it may be a few days before I make it into the game lineup.  We went through our morning routine and took BP on the "field turf" field for the first time.  At noon, the game started, and I had to sit with the "extra" players in the stands to watch the game.  We were pulled aside for about an hour to get some extra hitting and groundballs, but aside from that, we were fans for the afternoon.  

At 6:30, we had a meeting at the hotel to discuss the community service we would have to perform throughout the season.  The Mets are partnered with State Farm and the Boys & Girls Club to provide hurricane awareness to disadvantaged youth in the area.  We are required to perform 5 hours of "Service-learning" each month.  We were also introduced to some of the career development opportunities the Mets offer to the players.  Some of the programs include: "post-baseball careers, internships, resume building, public speaking, and education."  It's definitely nice to know that the Mets are trying to create successful people in addition to ballplayers.

Tuesday, April 11, 2006 

The main squad traveled to Viera to play the Nationals this morning.  This left myself, the other extra players, and the extra pitchers at the complex to get our work in.  I was one of only 4 other infielders around today, so I got a lot of groundballs and individual work.  At around 10:00 we had a simulated scrimmage.  A pitcher took the mound and threw live at-bats to the hitters on the field.  The hitting cage was still on the field and the pitchers had and L-screen to protect them.  We played the balls live off the bat and treated it like a game.  I ended up getting 2 at-bats in the scrimmage.  In my first at-bat, I faced a large righty (~6'7", 280) who threw 90-92.  The bases were loaded, and with a 2-2 count I poked a curveball into left field for a hit and an RBI.  My second at-bat was against a righty who I played with in Kingsport last year.  He's one of the guys everyone was surprised to see sent back to Extended and not on a full season team.  Again, I worked to count to 2-2 and fouled off a pitch, but he threw a change-up that I didn't recognize in time and I swung through it.  At this point, I feel a little overmatched against the live pitching, but as long as I get some more at-bats I'll get my timing back.  The coach told me today that I should get into the regular scrimmages around Thursday or Friday.

Wednesday, April 12, 2006 

Today was another "camp" day (like Sunday) so we got off with a short day.  It was an off day from playing other teams, but even so, we still had a simulated scrimmage scheduled.  I was in the line-up to play second-base for one of the teams, but unfortunately for me, Kaz Matsui (the Mets starting 2nd baseman) needed to get some work in.  After batting in the top of the first, I ran out to my position for the bottom only to be called back so Kaz could get his defensive work.  It was actually a funny situation.  Kaz was expecting all along to play 2nd, but since no one decided to tell me, I ran out and beat him onto the field.  When I got called back in, I passed him running back to the dugout and gave him a shrug and a look like, "what? Is this your position?"  He laughed and continued on.  The trainers in the dugout gave me some flack for showing up a big leaguer, but we all just laughed it off.  Kaz ended up playing all 4 innings of the scrimmage at 2nd, so I didn't get to play at all defensively.  Kaz is actually a pretty good guy.  He doesn't speak much English and has an interpreter following him around everywhere.  He is very courteous, saying "hi" to everyone, and always has a smile on his face.

Even though I didn't get to play defensively, I still got two at-bats in the scrimmage (both lefty).  In my first at-bat, I chopped a ball foul off the end of my bat and a big chip broke away from the barrel.  After I grabbed a new bat, I flew out to right field.  In my second at-bat, I took the first 2 pitches for strikes.  I thought they were both pretty borderline, but there was a player behind the mound calling pitches who had a pretty big zone all day.  After fouling a ball off, I swung through a fastball down and in off the plate for strike three.  Although the results today weren't what I would have hoped for, I feel my timing and pitch recognition are getting better.  I'm excited to get into some real scrimmages in the next few days.

My dad and brother are driving down today to stay for a few days.  It'll be nice to have some family around.

 Thursday, April 13, 2006 

Another long day at the park.  After two rather short days on Tuesday and Wednesday, the Nationals came to town for a scrimmage.  Because they had a lot of pitchers to throw, our coaches agreed to play an extended scrimmage to allow their pitchers to get work.  It ended up being a 15 inning scrimmage, and since I was not in the lineup, I became a spectator in the stands.  At least I had my dad and brother there to keep me company.  At this point, I'm really itching to get into a game.  Maybe tomorrow will be my day...


Friday, April 14, 2006 

The first thing I do everyday when I show up to the field is check the schedule board to see if I'm playing.  Yet again, no luck.  The team traveled to Jupiter to play the Marlins, and I was left behind.  Oh well, I guess I just have to wait my turn.  I just feel bad that my dad and brother drove down and haven't had a chance to see me get in a game.  There's always tomorrow.

While everyone else was gone, I still had work to be done with the other players who didn't travel.  After early work groundballs with one of the "rovers", we stretched at 8:40 and got our regular defensive work done by 10:30.  Next was a live BP session against 4 of the pitchers that needed to get some work done.  Live BP is good for seeing pitches, but it's tough to get realistic work because there are no counts.  We get 4 or 5 pitches each, and then we rotate.  In my first at-bat, I saw 4 balls and had to rotate.  I only saw about 8 pitches on the day and only swung at one of them.

After live BP, we had regular BP.  I felt very good swinging the bat left handed, and I got some good work defensively with live balls off the bat at short and 2nd.  My right-handed swing has been struggling the last couple days, so when the hitting "rover" had me and a couple others stay for extra hitting, I took the opportunity to work from that side of the plate.  I got pretty frustrated when the rover paid me very little attention during the "extra" BP session.  I was clearly uncomfortable with my swings, and he had nothing to say.  He was barely watching my swings at all.  I would hope it's not the case, but there are times that I feel I don't get the same treatment because I am not one of the "prospects"/"bonus-babies".  As our strength and conditioning instructor, Nitro, says, "Life's not fair....deal with it."

After the extra work, I ate lunch at around 1:30 and got in an upper-body lift to end my day.  We'll see how tomorrow shakes out.  Maybe my 24th birthday gift will be a spot in the lineup.

 Saturday, April 15, 2006 

I finally made it into the lineup today.  With no other team scheduled to play today, the coaches set up a 9-inning intrasquad scrimmage.  In this Blue vs. Orange scrimmage, I was penciled in to play 2nd and lead off for the Blue team.  After stretch and warmup, we took a round of infield and outfield and got the game under way by 10:00.  After a long top half of the inning, I took to the plate to lead off the bottom of the first.  I went up there looking for a first pitch fastball.  I got it and drove it to right center for a double.  It felt great to get things started on such a positive note.  I ended up advancing to third on a single to left, and scored on a groundball double play.  It was the only run my Blue team would score on the day.  Unfortunately, that was the high point of my at-bats on the day.  In my second at-bat, I struck out swinging on a 2-2 fastball, and in my third at-bat I hit a weak line drive to the second baseman on a 1-1 change-up.  Defensively, I only got 2 balls on the day.  The first was a line drive that I dove and caught up the middle, and in about the 5th inning, I ran down a foul pop up along the fence down the right field line.  All in all, I was definitely pleased with the way I played today, and I was glad my dad and brother were there to see it and share my 24th birthday with me.

I'm curious to see how things shake out over the next couple weeks.  As I mentioned in a previous entry, George Greer (ex-Wake coach, and future Brooklyn coach) definitely seems to be a guy in my corner.  I would love to be able to play for him up in Brooklyn in a couple months, and I'm sure he would want me up there as well.  But even though he'll be the manager of the team, he is still limited to taking players that have performed and put up good numbers.  If I can put up some decent numbers over the next couple months, I think he'll try to push to get me up there.  I just hope I can get some consistent playing time so I can get in a groove offensively.

Tomorrow is our first off day, and a much needed one.  I plan on taking full advantage the day of rest. 

 Monday, April 17, 2006 

The off-day yesterday was a much needed break.  I slept in until 10:00 and headed down to the beach at around 1pm.  It was about 85 and clear, and the water was perfect.  I got a little sun burnt, but that should turn to tan in a few days to help erase my baseball farmer's tan.  When I got back, I found out Mike Ballard pitched a no-hitter for UVA against Boston College.  Congratulations to Mike!!!!  He's worked hard and deserves every bit of his success.  

After a nice day off, we hit the field again for a long day.  I feel like it's getting pointless trying to describe what happens everyday because we keep doing the same things over and over again.  But I guess that's what Extended Spring Training is all about.  We did fly ball communication again today.  On the first day of camp, they gave all the position players "Tiger Eyes" flip-down sunglasses.  I believe "Gargoyles" are the common brand some players use, but the ones they have given us are ridiculous.  Not only do they look bad, but functionally they don't work.  Sure they flip down fine, but once down, you can't see anything.  The thick, dark lenses make it seem like you're playing at night, so adjusting to the contrast between lenses up and lenses down makes it tough to follow the ball on a pop-up.  Essentially, they're welding glasses.  The funny thing is that the coaching staff is adamant that we all have our Tiger Eyes, and they are the only sunglasses we are allowed to wear (no Oakleys...although all the coaches wear Oakleys).  My Tiger Eyes stay conveniently in my back left pocket for the .001% chance I'll ever need to use them (we are required to have them on us at all times).  

The Cardinals came to town today for a 10 inning scrimmage.  I was not in the line-up, so after some batting practice, I was in the stands enjoying the game.  We got out around 4:00, and we have to be at the team hotel at 7:45 for our weekly community service meeting. 
Tuesday, April 18, 2006 

Today was a frustrating day at the plate.  Let's just say that the "highlight" of my day was getting beaned in the butt by a fastball.  Once again, I was in the lead-off spot and playing second base in our intrasquad scrimmage today.  I have yet to get into a regular scrimmage against one of the other teams in our area, but at least I'm getting some game reps.  I got 4 plate appearances on the day against 4 different pitchers (all righties), and managed 2 strikeouts, a HBP, and a foul popout to third.  Needless to say, I'm not proud of my performance.  I've been seeing a lot more changeups and off-speed pitches than I would have expected.  In my second at-bat, I had a runner on 2nd with no outs and had the responsibility of pulling the ball to the right side to advance the runner.  I would have preferred to just bunt him over, but the coach didn't give me the bunt sign and signaled for me to swing the bat (I probably should have just bunted on my own).  In any event, I saw  4 straight changeups and struck out.  You would think that it would be easy to pull a change-up, but when you're trying to make sure to get around on the fastball, it makes the changeup that much more effective.  In my at-bats, I feel like my eyes are recognizing the pitches, but my body is just committing to the pitch to early.  I need to slow things down at the plate and change my approach a little.  Although I'm not satisfied with striking out, normally I would just accept an 0-3 day and move on, but I feel like I'm not quite in the position to have too many bad days.  Oh well, I guess there's always tomorrow.  I've got to wipe the slate clean and start fresh. 

Wednesday, April 19, 2006 

We had a little rain last night that soaked the fields pretty good for today.  It ended up messing with the schedule in the morning.  Since we couldn't work on the field, they split us up into two hitting groups for BP in the cages.  I was in the second hitting group and we ended up just sitting around for over an hour in one of the dugouts to wait our turn.  I definitely felt there could have been a better use of our time.  Right now the coaching staff is a little thin, so I don't blame them for the scheduling issues.  Speaking of coaches, the "rovers" have been in town the last week.  They all seem to be coming in with big egos, and I'm already sick of them.  I have yet to hear a positive word from any of their mouths, and they seem to get on us for no particular reason.  It's almost as if they are on a power trip all the time and have to continually demonstrate their control over us.  In an atmosphere where most players are bitter from the daily grind, it seems to compound the issue to have the coaches constantly riding us.  Unfortunately, many of them are going to be around for a while, so we'll have to deal with it.

In the afternoon, we scrimmaged the Nationals.  I was not in the game line-up, but did play in a simulated scrimmage on an adjacent field.  I got two at-bats from the left side, going 0-1 with a hard groundout to first and a sac bunt.  It was a good opportunity to see some more live pitching, and I felt much more comfortable at the plate after coming off a rough day yesterday. 

 Thursday, April 20, 2006

As much as it stinks to not make the travel squad, it's just as nice to know that I'll make it home before 2pm.  With the "gamers" gone to Viera to play the Nationals, I had a nice, short day at the park.  Same old stuff: infield, 1st & 3rd defense, simulated scrimmage, and field BP.  With my afternoon free, a bunch of us met up at the pool and fired up the barbecue. 

Friday, April 21, 2006

I made the travel squad to Vero Beach today.  We played the Dodgers, and I was on the list of "extra" players for the game.  It was exciting to do something new and get away from the Mets complex for the day.  Going to Dodgertown was extra special because from age 12 through high school, my dad, brother, and I would stop off there on our annual Spring Training trip.  I always wondered what it would be like to play there, and I got a taste of it today.  

As an "extra", my responsibility was to be there on the bench and be ready to fill in at the end of the game.  The coaches gave me a chart to keep for the game.  It was essentially a standard scorecard.  I kept the count, pitches thrown, and result of each of our at-bats.  Most importantly, the chart tracked the situational hitting of each player.  Moving the runner from second with no outs, bunting a runner over, getting a two strike hit, getting a runner in from third with less than two outs, and several other situations get marked with a "+" or a "-".  If the job gets done, the player gets a "+".  If they fail, they get a "-".  It's a way for the coaches to measure the quality of the at-bats for each player.  

After seven innings on the bench, I got my opportunity to get into the game.  I came in to play 2B in the bottom of the 7th to replace the starter in the leadoff spot.  Defensively, I got a couple chances, and was able to turn a 5-4-3 double play with the bases loaded to end a Dodger's threat.  At the plate, I got one at-bat (from the left side again).  Every at-bat to this point has been from the left side, and it seems like every one has gone to and 0-2 count.  I feel obligated to take a strike as a leadoff type hitter to work the count, and before I know it, the pitcher has slipped in two quick strikes on me.  Nothing new today.  First pitch fastball for a strike, then a 0-1 changeup that I swung through.  With an 0-2 count, the pitcher spun a slider that caught the middle of the plate and I lined it over the shortstop for a single ("+" for a 2-strike hit).  I came around to score on a dirtball read and a single.  The catcher for the at-bat was Ryder Mathias, a Wake Forest player I competed against for several years in college.  He played for George Greer, who was coaching third for my team.

After our 9-2 victory, the coaches gave their recap and we hopped on the bus for the 40-minute drive back to St. Lucie.

Saturday, April 22, 2006

A nice, quick day today.  Stretch, throw, and play....just the way I like it.  The game today started at 10:00 against the Marlins.  I wasn't in the starting lineup, so I was on an adjacent field for a simulated game.  With only enough infielders for one defensive team, I played at second for nearly the entire 4-inning scrimmage.  I was called in to hit once, and grounded out to shortstop.  It was my first game at-bat against a lefty.  I hit it solid, but right at the fielder.  After the sim game, I sat in the stands to watch the main game against the Marlins.  In the top of the 8th, I was called in from the stands to play the remainder of the game at second (a couple other players were called in as well).  The one groundball I got was a high chopper that bounced near the plate and carried all the way to the infield dirt.  The only play I had was to charge hard and hopefully get it on the big hop.  I couldn't get there in time, and I tried to smother the second hop.  I knocked it down, but by the time I recovered to shovel the ball to first, the runner had beat it out.  It was most likely scored as a hit.  It just goes to show how hard the fields are down here.  It's literally like playing on concrete with a thin layer of sand spread across it, and there are cleat divots that create some interesting hops.  Balls on the ground just fly through the infield and create havoc for the infielders.  The dirt they use for our fields (and most other Florida fields) is an orangish sand.  It drains very well, but it also packs hard and dries out easily.  I have yet to see them water the dirt once since I've been here.  I sure wouldn't mind getting back to the sweet infield dirt of Davenport Field at UVA. 

 Monday, April 24, 2006

 We had yesterday off, but we were back at it today.  Fortunately, it was another "camp" day, so we had a "short" day consisting of an 11-inning intrasquad game, Blue vs. Orange.  I started in the lead-off spot playing second for the Blue team, but I ended up getting tossed around throughout the scrimmage.  In about the 4th inning, I was switched to the Orange team for their second-baseman.  I have no idea why they made the switch...I guess they have their reasons.  In about the 8th, a couple of the big dogs, Tony Bernazard and Adam Wogan, showed up to watch the game.  I don't know their specific titles, but from what I understand, Bernazard runs the entire minor leagues for the Mets and makes many of the personnel decisions.  Wogan has some kind of big administrative role as well.  Our coaches made sure we were aware they were coming so we would be on our best behavior.  As soon as they showed up, I was moved to play third base, and they moved one of their "prospect" infielders to second.  This is the same "prospect" that got beat up on Friday night and lied about it to the coaching staff (I believe he said he got hit by a bat while in his apartment).  He didn't play at all on Saturday, and was supposedly in the doghouse for today.  I guess that all changes quick when the right people are there to see you. 

I got one ball at third base, a pop-up near the on-deck circle.  It was my first action at third since my 2 innings last year for UVA.  Offensively, I went 0-3, with 2 walks.  All three outs were fly balls.  I need to work harder to keep the ball on the ground, especially with the lightning-fast infield we play on.

After the scrimmage, we all met inside the clubhouse and Bernazard spoke to everyone.  He commented on how hard we're all working and to keep it up.  Also, we need to have faith in the personnel decisions that are being made, because they're all in our best interest and designed to prepare us all for the big leagues.  Next he pointed out that there have been two cases of players caught using steroids in the organization.  One was a pitcher who was sent down from Hagerstown over a week ago.  He's been working out with us while he serves his 50-game suspension.  He was called forward to address the group and apologize for his mistake.  Through an interpreter, he utilized the infamous, "I didn't know the needle had steroids in it" excuse.  But looking at him and talking to him, I might actually believe him....haha.

After the meeting, I had an upper-body lift and got some lunch to close out my day. 

Tuesday, April 25, 2006

Today felt much longer than it should have been.  With all the "gamers" off to Viera to play the Nationals, I stayed behind for a 9-inning simulated scrimmage.  Sure, I was disappointed to not be on the travel squad, but I figured I'd at least get a bunch of live at-bats by staying behind.  I was wrong.  It turns out they only left enough infielders behind to field one defensive team, so the three other infielders and I played defense for 9 full innings (18 consecutive halves).  Meanwhile, the two sets of outfielders and catchers switched back and forth every inning to get at-bats.  Each one got at least 10-12 live at-bats against the pitchers while we baked in the sun.  We thought for sure they would put an outfielder in the infield at some point to allow one of us rotate through and get a few at-bats, but it never happened.  And of course, the outfielders were being lazy and not running out balls, which pissed off the coaches.  To punish them, the coaches made them shag BP while the infielders got to hit on the field.  But after 3+ hours on our feet playing defense, the last thing we wanted to do was stay out on the field.  To cap it off, everyone had to run the bases after the hour-long BP for more punishment.  I was not a happy camper.  It was all I could do to stay focused and positive during the scrimmage, so by that point I was pretty frustrated and physically drained.  

But tomorrow's another day....I'm sure my legs will feel great. 

Thursday, April 27, 2006

Yesterday was a doozie (and not in a good way).  It started like any other day.  The Dodgers were in town to scrimmage and I was not on the "game squad".  Instead, I had some live BP and regular BP, followed by another simulated scrimmage.  Once again, with minimal infielders, I was stuck in the field the entire time.  On the bright side, I got to play some shortstop and was able to make a few nice plays.  I've been feeling very good defensively.  Maybe I'm finally making an impression of some kind?  The rest of my day would suggest otherwise... 

After getting in a lift at the end of practice, I was approached by one of the infield rovers and told that Adam Wogan wanted to see me in his office.  As I've mentioned before, Wogan basically runs the minor leagues, so I was a little uneasy about why he wanted to see me.  Part of me hoped that maybe I was being moved up, but the realist in me thought otherwise.  As it turns out, the worst came true.  When I entered his office, Wogan was seated at his desk accompanied by the two infield rovers and George Greer.  I took my seat and prepared for the news.  Wogan proceed to explain to me that due to my age (24), the age restrictions of the rookie teams, and the prospects ahead of me at my position, there will not be a spot for me on a team at the end of spring training.  Therefore, they will be giving me my release so I can pursue other options.  Definitely not what I wanted to hear, but not a huge surprise based on how I've been treated to this point. 

When I signed last summer to finish the season with Kingsport, one of the stipulations of the contract was that I would be invited to Spring Training the following season.  What many people don't know is that last Fall I got a phone call at work (I believe by Wogan) and was told that I was being released.  The Mets organization went through some turmoil in their administration in the off-season, and at some point they mixed up my situation and tried to get rid of me.  Fortunately, Matt Wondolowski, the scout who signed me, was able to make some phone calls and iron the issue out.  I saw the situation as a potential foreshadowing of what was to come.  Needless to say, until I was actually on the plane to Florida, I was expecting another phone call at any time. 

When I got my opportunity to speak yesterday after hearing the news, I first thanked Wogan and all the coaches for the opportunity I was given and thanked them for the time they spent working with me on the field.  I told them it was a dream come true to play professional baseball, and it is something I'll never forget.  I continued to tell them that when I found out I was coming to Spring Training I had hoped that I would be given a legitimate opportunity to compete for a spot and not be brought here just to be given my "taste" before being shown the exit.  Unfortunately, a taste is all I got.  I was never in their equation to begin with.  Wogan had nothing for a response, because he knew it was the truth.  The coaches went one by one and all had kind words:  "I give 120%," "Great work ethic," "Fiery," "I make everyone around me better," but ultimately, "Here's the door."   On my way out, I made sure to thank everyone again and shook their hands.  I could tell Greer was upset with the decision to release me.  It has to be frustrating for him, because as one of the regular coaches, he ultimately has little influence over which players come and go.  He sends the stat reports, the rovers report their player assessment, and the guys up top combine that information with the financial aspect and make a decision.  In the end, it's business. 

My theory (as I explained to them in my meeting) is that the players in Extended Spring Training are at the bottom of the barrel.  The true prospects never have to go through Extended.  In reality, the percentage of players from Extended that actually make it to the big leagues is very small, so why not surround that small percentage of impressionable young players with the types of players that will go about their business the right way, play the game hard, and give those players the best chance of reaching their potential in the shortest amount of time.  In my short time here, I saw way too many players that were taking their opportunity for granted.  Their negative attitudes are a cancer to the entire system and become a distraction that takes time away from other players that could be developed.  Wogan was quick to remark that I have not been around long enough to understand how players develop, and that he has seen many players turn their attitude around and become big leaguers.  Maybe he's right, but I've seen the effect one cancerous player can have on an entire team.  Let's just say there are things I would do differently. 

Though my stay may have been short, I am taking tons from the experience.  I got an inside look at how an organization works, and in the process, I've fulfilled a life-long dream of playing professional baseball.  I'm leaving this situation feeling great about what I was able to accomplish.  I may have been upset if I went out, totally bombed, and was sent home.  But the truth is that I went out there every day and gave it everything I had.  It's unfortunate that I wasn't really given a true opportunity to compete, but I felt I performed well in the few opportunities I was given.  I took care of everything that was within my control and that's all that I could do.  Sometimes things just don't work out exactly the way you hope.  You just have to accept it, learn from it, and move on. 


So what's next?

.....I'm going to take the next few days to evaluate things.  I'm not necessarily giving up on pro ball just yet.  When a player gets released, their name gets sent around to other teams.  Maybe I'll get a call.  I'll also be sending out some emails to some independent clubs (not affiliated with MLB) to see what's available.  I'm already in good shape, why not try to continue playing?  We'll see what happens.  Raytheon's waiting for me too....but I'd like to let the pro baseball thing ride a little longer before returning to "real" work. 

 Sunday, May 7, 2006

Where do I begin?...A lot has happened since my last post.  After getting my release from the Mets, I decided to look into playing some Independent ball.   I made a few phone calls and searched the internet to find out what independent leagues were available and how I could get onto a team.  Independent leagues are all over the country and are mostly made up of ex-minor leaguers and college players.  When a player gets released from an affiliated club, they can play in an Independent league to get some exposure and hopefully get signed to another affiliated club.  This would be the ideal situation for me, but at the very least, it could be an opportunity to continue playing professional baseball for a little longer.  My internet search led me to a tryout for the Can-Am league on May 3rd and 4th.  The Can-Am League runs from New Jersey to Canada and attempts to field teams of a high-A to AA talent level.  The 2-day tryout was in Augusta, NJ, home of the Sussex Skyhawks, and I made the 5-hour drive up there on Tuesday.

Check-in for the tryout was at 7:30am, but things didn't get rolling until nearly 9am.  Roughly 100-150 players showed up for this tryout, all with some college or professional experience.  We all shelled out $20 to try out.  As with any tryout or baseball camp, it can be a little unnerving not knowing anybody.  But I've found that once I get on the field I fit right in.  The day began with running the 60-yard dash.  I've always dreaded running the 60.  As an infielder (and a diminutive one) everyone assumes I'm fast, but frankly, I'm not.  At the professional level, a middle-infielder should run 6.7 or faster.  My fastest time ever was 6.9, and that was on a rubber track after 2 months of specialized speed training.  I'm not in that kind of shape now, and running on grass you can expect to add a tenth or two to the time.  I was actually relieved that they didn't call out our times (I'd rather not know).  After running the 60, they split us up into 4 groups for infield/outfield practice.  I was in group 4, so I had to wait around for my turn.  Infield went smoothly.  I made all my plays and turned some nice double plays.  I liked the way I matched up with the other infielders.  When we finished infield, Group 1 got ready to hit and Group 2 went into the field to start the scrimmage.  Each pitcher got a chance to throw an inning against live batters.  Since I was in Group 4, I had to wait nearly 2 hours in the stands until my turn in the field.  While in the stands, I chatted with a couple other guys to pass the time.  We joked about how hard it is to actually stand out at these try-outs and that it would be very easy for a coach to miss on a good player.  With so many guys and such a short amount of time, you really have to do something to stand out.  I mentioned (half joking) that my goal was to make a diving play, turn a double play, and hit a line-drive over shortstop.  After a couple hours of sitting, my group went out to the field.  I alternated at second with another guy while Group 3 hit against the pitchers.  I ended up meeting one of my goals when a hitter hit a groundball up the middle.  I laid out to catch the ball and flipped it from my knees across to first to get the batter.  That play ended up being what I needed to get the coaches' attention.  I got two at-bats on the day and flew out to centerfield both times, but when it came time to make cuts for the second day, I was one of 50 guys to get asked back.  On day 2, we went right into another scrimmage.  We played 9 innings and I got 2 more at-bats.  I lined out hard to shortstop and flew out again.  After the game, the managers picked 10-15 players that they were interested in speaking with.  I was fortunate enough to be among this final group.  It turns out that the New Haven coach was looking for a second baseman for his team.  He told me that he liked what I can offer, but that he already had 4 second basemen that he's committed to see at his team try-out.  If those 4 players can't cut it, he said he would be giving me a call.  Not exactly what I hoped for, but better than nothing.  

When I was at an Oakton game after returning from Florida, I ran into the University of Longwood coach (Buddy Bolding).  I had never met him, but he remembered me from when I played against him at UVA.  I told him I was going to pursue Independent ball, so he hooked me up with his assistant coach (Rick Blanc) who played in the Frontier League and knew several managers.  Coach Blanc made some calls on my behalf.  On Thursday night when I got back from New Jersey, I got a call from the manager of the Florence Freedom (Jamie Keefe).   I was in the process of figuring out how I was going to get to Chicago for the Frontier League try-out when he called.  He told me that Coach Blanc had told him about me and that he was interested in seeing me play.  He wanted me to come to his team try-out on Friday (the next day) to see me play and potentially save me a trip to Chicago.  At this point it was about 7pm on Thursday, and I now had to be in Florence, KY by 10:30 the next morning.  I GoogleMapped the trip and determined that I would have to leave at 12:30am. 

 Tuesday, May 9, 2006

So last Thursday night I headed out for Florence, KY.  I left at 12:30am and drove 9 hours through the night to get to the field around 9:30am.  I got about and hour of sleep in my car before I had to get dressed and check-in.  The caliber of players at the Florence tryout was pretty ridiculous.  There were about 80 guys there, and probably 10 who looked like they played some kind of college ball.  A couple guys looked like they had never played baseball before.  I guess they made their $35 donation to get a chance to say they tried out for professional baseball.  This tryout was set up more like a conventional pro workout.  We ran the 60, the outfielders threw from right field, the infielders threw from shortstop, and the catchers were timed on their throws to second.  After taking my 4 balls from shortstop, I figured I might as well throw from behind the plate as well.  My catchers gear was still in my trunk, so I ran out to get it and went behind the dish.  I hadn't made throws from behind the plate in over a year, but after a couple practice throws I was able to make a couple good throws for a good time.  My 1.85s turned out to be the quickest of any of the catchers.  After the defensive work, we took one round of batting practice on the field and then went through a live scrimmage so the pitchers could throw.  I mentioned to Coach Keefe that I throw a knuckleball, and I was surprised when he told me I could get on the mound and throw it.  Not too many coaches take knuckleballers seriously, but Coach Keefe was eager to see what I had.  I was the last pitcher to throw, and my knuckleball was definitely dancing.  I made the first batter look like a fool on my first pitch and I had to cover my face to hide a smile.  I gave up one hit, but picked the runner off at first.  At the end of the day, I was pretty certain I had made a good impression at the tryout.  To conclude the tryout, Coach Keefe brought everyone together and thanked us for coming out.  He said he was excited to say he would be signing guys to fill 4 of his final 5 roster spots.  I felt confident I was one of the 4 and would be on my way back home to pack for the season.  I turned out to be one of about 8 guys he called up to talk with.  I was pretty confused when he told me that he would love to take me but he already has 3 infielders on his roster, and has no more room for me.  I was left wondering why he told me to come in the first place.  He told me to make sure to go to the league-wide tryout and that he was confident I would be picked up by somebody.  I guess it just goes to show that you never know what the coaches are looking for at these tryouts.  Off to Chicago...

With a good nights rest, I made the 5-hour drive up to Chicago on Saturday.  I spent the day on Saturday visiting a friend downtown.  I made sure to get the experience of riding the "L" into town.  I even tried to catch a Sox game, but when I got there the only tickets available were the $45 box seats.  I was actually pretty tired, so I was wasn't too disappointed to skip the game and head back to my hotel to get some sleep.

The Frontier League tryout was held at the home of the Windy City Thunderbolts on Sunday and Monday.  I was one of over 250 players to register on Sunday morning.  I was expecting a similar level of talent as the Florence tryout, but it was actually pretty comparable to the Can-Am tryout.  I ran into a lot of players from both the Can-Am and Florence tryouts, so I didn't feel as alone as I did a few days back in New Jersey.  The funniest thing was running into Tom Piazza (Mike's brother) who I played with in Kingsport last summer.  He was released in the off-season from the Mets and was there to get picked up for the summer.  He is a pretty good guy, and we spent most of the day shooting baseball stories back and forth with some of the other guys.

On day 1, we went through the same pro-style workout as in Florence.  I made throws from short, behind the plate, and threw my knuckleball in the pen with the other pitchers.  Coach Keefe had told me to make sure to throw my knuckleball at this tryout, but by the time it was my turn to throw my bullpen, the rest of the coaches didn't seem that interested in watching a position player try to pitch.  Being a knuckleballer is tough, especially at a tryout, because not everyone takes it seriously.  Many times, it's just seen as a novelty act.  I fielded all my balls cleanly at shortstop, and I put 5 balls right on the bag on my throws to second.  At the end of day 1, they cut down the numbers to about 30 position players and 40 pitchers.  A couple managers had approached me during the day to ask me some questions, so I wasn't surprised to get asked back for Day 2.  On Day 2, we took infield and scrimmaged.  I rotated between SS, 2B, and C during the game and got a couple at-bats against the live pitchers.  I didn't really do anything at the plate, grounding out to SS and 2B.  In the field, I turned a nice double play at second, and I threw out a basestealer from behind the plate.  I was supposed to be the last pitcher to throw for the day, but when the time came close, I was told they didn't need to see me.  Although I was disappointed to not get to pitch, I figured it meant I was in good shape to get picked up.  If I was going to get cut, they would have let me pitch so I could say I had every opportunity to show what I could do.

At the end of Day 2, we waited around for about a half-hour while the coaches gathered together all their information.  They set up a table for each team, and the commissioner of the league ran a draft.  Each team was required to take 2 players, and the order was based on where the teams finished last season.  As the players stood around, the commissioner announced the picks for each team.  I was picked third overall by the Washington Wild Things.  I went up in front of everyone, shook the coaches' hands, and sat down at the team's table to fill out some paperwork.  It was a pretty rewarding feeling to know I was valued enough to be taken with a first pick.  The Washington team is located in Pennsylvania, just South of Pittsburgh.  Apparently, they pack their stands every night and have a great atmosphere for games.

What I didn't know when I packed for the tryout before leaving on Friday, was that most of the teams start their Spring Training this week.  Washington has its first meeting today.  After the draft, I got some food with some of the guys I had met, and was on my way to Washington.  I got in at around 2am last night after an 8-hour drive from Chicago.

The next step now is Spring Training.  Although I've signed a contract to play for the Wild Things, I am not yet on the final roster.  There are about 30 or so guys on the roster right now, and that number will have to be cut down to around 24 before the season starts in a couple weeks.  I like my chances since I can play both infield and catcher, but I have no idea what my competition will be like.  The coach told me that I will have the opportunity to compete for a spot at second, and I will definitely do some catching as well.  I should have a better idea where I stand when we have our first workout tomorrow.  I'll keep everyone posted as things progress.

Tuesday, May 10, 2006 

 

Yesterday, I had to be at the field at 4:00 for our first team meeting.  We were all issued our uniforms and had to be dressed for our individual and team pictures.  Just like with the Mets, I was given number 4 (which is an acceptable alternative to #2).  After our team pictures, we had to get our physicals out of the way and the coaches held their introductory meeting to inform us as to how things will be run over the next couple weeks.

The stadium here in Washington is actually pretty nice.  It's located right off of I70 and is home to both the Wild Things and the Riverhounds (a professional soccer team).  The town is crazy about their Wild Things, and the stadium routinely sells out its home games to over 3500 fans.  Apparently, roughly a dozen games are televised on FSN in the Pittsburgh area.

Today was our first day of practice.  Unlike Spring Training with the Mets, our practices here start at noon every day and only last around 3 hours.  After our stretch and throwing program, I went with the catchers to do some drills in the bullpen.  Our head coach (Mazz) runs the catchers and had us doing some receiving and blocking drills.  His philosophy on framing and blocking is one that I had not heard before, but it makes a lot of sense.  He wants very little body movement when receiving the ball, as opposed to swaying with the pitch to frame it.  In doing so, it allows the umpire to get a more consistent look at every pitch and not feel like the catcher is trying to steal strikes.  The blocking style is unique as well.  He describes it much like doing a push-up on the ball.  By spreading the legs far apart and bringing the chest to near parallel to the ground, the ball is more likely to stay close when blocked.  Also, only the glove hand goes between the legs to cover the 5-hole.  The throwing arm stays out to brace the body (like a one-armed push-up), which also keeps the ball from beating up the wrists.  This blocking style is employed by Mike Matheny of the Giants, who is arguably the best defensive catcher in the National League.  It looks like I'll be doing plenty of catching (at least through spring training) and I'm excited to continue learning some new stuff as we go along.  After the catching drills, I grabbed my infielders mitt to work on some footwork drills in the infield (nothing really new).  Next, we set up for BP and hit on the field.   I was a little disappointed to have to cut my groundballs short to catch a bullpen, but I guess I'll have to accept it as a two-way guy.  For our conditioning, we had baserunning, walking lunges, and an ab circuit.  The walking lunges were from home plate to the foul pole and back.  After catching and all the lunges, my legs were like jello.  Although the practice ended up only being about 3 hours, I felt we got more out of our 3-hour practice than I did with a full day in Mets camp.

After practice, I went to a host family's home with a couple players to eat dinner while I waited for my family to get back to town.  I finally met up with my family at around 6:30 and followed them to their home.  Lou and Melody live in a huge Victorian style house right off I70 (about 5 minutes from the field) and have an 11-year old son also named Kyle.   They are big drag-racers, and have a couple dragsters in their garage.  The pool table, pin-ball machine, and big-screen tv with Comcast OnDemand in their living room make for some fine accommodations as well.  I'm looking forward to getting to know the family and enjoying a great summer here. 

Thursday, May 11, 2006 

A little rain rolled through today, but that didn't stop us from working out.  The grounds crew said we had a "window" where the rain would let up.  I've heard that several times, and it never seems to be the case.  Nothing new today...we pulled the tarp at around 11:40 (while it was still raining) and proceeded to start our practice at 12:00.  At times it seemed like the rain picked up as we were playing.  We pretty much did the same things as yesterday, substituting BP in the cage for BP on the field.  The bullpens were extra sloppy, which made catching a little messy.  Our conditioning today was a couple poles, followed by our regiment of walking lunges and abs.  

I've apparently dawned a new nickname, "Bonus Baby", given to me by our head coach, Mazz.  He thought it was fitting since I was their first pick in the 2-3 round draft at the tryout on Monday.  My first question for him was, "when do I get my check?"  Who knows, maybe their quasi-financial commitment to me will mean I'll be hanging around after the cuts are made.  And by financial commitment, I really mean the standard rookie rate of $600/month.  I guess I'll have to make myself valuable on the field so they have a reason to hold on to me through the season.

After practice, we were treated once again to the USA Steak Buffet just up the road, where we signed a list and could eat all we wanted.  I kept it light since my host-mom is preparing a nice dinner for the family tonight. 


Tuesday, May 16, 2006

The last few days we've started to work in some intrasquad scrimmages.  They've split us up into two teams to be coached by two of the assistant coaches and we've played 3-6 innings each of the last three days.  Offensively, I've been doing well so far.  I've been batting in the 2-hole for my team and am 3-for-8, with one hit in each game.  I'm still finding it hard to determine what they have planned for me.  On one end, it seems like a positive thing that I'm so versatile in the field.  They've had me play 2B, SS, 3B, C, and even some outfield in the scrimmages.  But at the same time, I'm getting a sense that I'm just getting tossed around to fill holes for the sake of the scrimmage.  If I were truly competing for one spot, I would expect to be put there for the majority of the time so the coaches could see what I can do.  At the same time, if I do make the final roster, it will be as a utility player anyway.  It's hard to get inside the coach's head to figure out his coaching philosophy.  If I knew what he valued in his players, I'd have a better idea of where I fit in.  For one, he believes stolen bases are overrated, and he'd much rather prefer a guy can go from 1st to 3rd on a single.  He actually pointed me out as a guy that is "slow" when it comes to a 60 time, but can make up for it with quickness on the bases and ability to cut sharper angles around the bags.  That comment definitely boosted my confidence since he's not completely counting out my speed based on a the 60 time.  Then the next day he mentions that he feels this years team will not be stealing a lot of bases because he feels 1 through 9 in the line-up will  be able to drive the gaps and score runners from first.  As a "slap" guy, I doubt I fit into that assessment.  Really, I'm just struggling to see where I'm fitting in at this point, and the scrimmages aren't doing much to separate anybody from the pack.  When it comes down to cut time, I think the coaches are going to have some tough decisions because nobody is really standing out one way or another. 

Thursday, May 18, 2006

The rain has really slowed things down around here.  I believe it has rained each of the last 7 days, and the few appearances the sun has made have been brief.  We've continued to practice every day, but the lack of a dry field makes it difficult to accomplish what we need to accomplish.  Yesterday, we were able to play a mock scrimmage on our main field.  Hitters had live at-bats against the pitchers, but there was no running balls out, and the defense was just spread out in the outfield to shag.  As one of the 4 catchers, I rotated from the warming up the pitcher in the bullpen, to catching them live on the field, and then I got to get an at-bat.  In my two at-bats, I hit a hard liner down the left field line that probably would have been a double, and I hit a single of over shortstop.  I'm now 5-for-10 in my game at-bats.

After practice yesterday, the coaches released 3 more players.  Surprisingly, they released the only other true secondbaseman.  This guy played some minor league ball with the Dodgers and made it up to high-A.  He reminded me of a lot of the guys I played with on the Mets, in that he acted like he didn't want to be here.  Physically, he had talent.  He could run a little bit, hit for some power, and play decent defense.  I had gotten the impression over the first few days that he was going to be the starter at second.  He was playing all the scrimmages there, and he was carrying himself like he didn't have to prove himself to the coaches.  I guess I was wrong.  He only got 1 hit in the games (a broken-bat blooper over second), and had made a couple errors at second.  He also was complaining of a sore arm and was cutting his throwing program short everyday.  Apparently, the clincher for the coaches was after talking with our trainer and finding out that he wasn't doing anything to rehab his arm.

So, now we're down to 27 players.  They still have to cut 3 more players to get to 24 for the final roster.  The question running around the locker room is whether they are going to hold 13 position players and 11 pitchers, or 12 and 12.  I'm feeling a lot more confident about my chances of making the final roster, but there is still a good chance I could fall short.  The secondbaseman from last season has been working behind the plate.  Apparently, he hit very well last year, but played poorly defensively.  The coach may decide to sacrifice some defense to get a hitter in the lineup and put one of the big thirdbasemen at second.  Again, it all comes down to what the coach values more, offense or defense.  The next few days will be very telling.  We play a double header exhibition game against Chilecothe tomorrow, and one more game Saturday.  After that, they make the final cuts.  I'll have to wait to see how the lineup is drawn up.

If things don't go my way come Saturday, I now have a backup plan.  I got a call yesterday from the guy who ran the Can-Am tryout in New Jersey two weeks ago.  He's down in Texas with another Independent league, and he was calling to see what I was doing and if I had been picked up by anyone.  He knows of a team that's looking for a shortstop and he wanted to know if I was interested in heading down there to compete for the spot.  I told him I would know more about my situation on Saturday and that I would give him a call.  It never hurts to have more options. 

Friday, May 19, 2006

Yet again, the weather did not cooperate for us today.  We were supposed to play two today, but due to more rain and overcast skies, we could only play one.  Surprisingly, people still showed up for the game (I would estimate 1000).  Even though it was just an exhibition game, I was excited to be playing in front of a crowd for the first time in nearly a year.  

I was disappointed to see that the coach decided to start the other secondbaseman tonight.  In doing so, it tells me that the coach is willing to sacrifice his defense to improve his offense (although I haven't quite been a slouch myself at the plate).  The guy who started tonight has played mostly thirdbase in his career, and admitted that he didn't know what he was doing at second.  His build is certainly not that of a secondbaseman.  He is about 6'3", 210lbs, with slow hands and feet.  Although I haven't seen him do much at the plate, I'm assuming he can swing it a little bit.  Why else would he be there?  In the first inning, his inexperience at second showed when he took too much time on a routine groundball to his right and the runner beat it out for a hit.

I got my opportunity play in about the 5th inning.  The starter at second moved over to third as I went to second.  Defensively, all I got were a couple infield pop-ups.  At the plate, I took full advantage of my opportunity.  In my first at-bat, after taking the first pitch for a strike, I laced a 0-1 fastball to the rightcenter gap for a double.  It was probably one of the harder balls I've ever hit.  Maybe that was the "gap" power the coach wanted to see.  In my second at-bat, I was happy to take a 1-2 fastball in the butt for a HBP.  I'll take a HBP when I'm down in the count anytime.  That turned out to be my last at-bat on the night as we lost the game by a score of 10-4.

Tomorrow's the big day.  We start a double header at 4pm against the same team, and after the game the coaches will be sending home the final three players.  At this point, I've done everything I've needed to put myself in the best position possible.  I've played errorless baseball at every position they've asked, and I've managed to swing the bat well, going 6-11 with two doubles.  There are still two more games to be played tomorrow, but at this point I've done everything I could have hoped for to give myself the best chance to make the club.  I'm going to continue to give it everything I have tomorrow to try to finish on a strong note. 

Saturday, May 20, 2006

With a double header on tap for the day, things didn't start out like I would have hoped.  At about 4am, I woke up with my stomach killing me.  Something in the post-game meal on Friday night was not agreeing with me.  I can only assume I was hit with some kind of food poisoning that left me throwing up throughout my entire morning.  When I got to the field around 10:30am, I was still hurting, but I told the coach that I would be fine to play in the games.  I was excited to see I was in the starting lineup playing secondbase and batting ninth.  Fighting back the urge to puke, I managed to play a solid first game.  In my first at-bat I was once again hit by a pitch.  I managed to steal secondbase due to the pitchers slow delivery to the plate.  In my second at-bat, I came up with 2-outs and a runner on second.  I battled for what must have been nearly 10 pitches before slapping a single to left-field to score the runner.  In my final at-bat, I successfully sacrificed a runner over from first with a bunt.  

Between games, while everyone ate, I still had no appetite and just sipped on a cup of water.  Although I didn't start in game 2, I came into the game to play second once again in about the 5th inning.  I went hitless in my two at-bats.

After the games, I was fortunate to not be one of the players called into the coaches office.  Instead, I was greeted by a reporter for a local paper.  He interviewed me for about 5 to 10 minutes about my expectations for making the team and what I had gone through to get here.  See article http://www.observer-reporter.com/main.asp?Search=1&ArticleID=19293&SectionID=7&SubSectionID=21&S=1
He mentioned that after talking to the head coach in between games, he was informed that I would most likely be the starting secondbaseman on opening day and that I had "really grown on the coach over the last two weeks."  I was very excited to hear that news.

So now that I'm officially on the roster, I'm looking forward to some very enjoyable summer months to come.  But for now, I'm hoping to get a good nights rest and for my stomach to settle enough to hold down a meal.

I still plan on making additions to this diary as I go through the summer.  They may not be as frequent, but I'll try to keep everyone informed as I go along. 

Tuesday, May 23, 2006

We leave for our first game tomorrow.  The bus leaves at 9:59am (not 10:00) for Chillecothe, which is about a 3-4 hour trip.  It should be interesting because they are playing on a brand new field turf surface.  What's unique about their surface is that there is no dirt anywhere.  The base cutouts, home plate area, and pitcher's mound are supposedly brown field turf, made to look like dirt. I'm curious to see how it looks.

The last couple days have been a little more relaxing now that I've made the team.  We've played a couple short intrasquads the last couple days to keep the hitters and pitchers fresh.  I hit a ball foul off the rightfield wall today that I thought was going to be my first homerun.  The foul pole was 325' away, and I hit the wall midway up.  I've joked that since I've never hit a homerun in my life (at any level, game or practice) that my goal for this summer is to get my first.  I'm also competing with my brother Keith to see who can hit a homerun first.  He's got quite an edge playing with the short porch at Oakton.  Plus, he's still growing and is sure to get some more power in his swing as he gets bigger.

Speaking of growing, our GM, Ross Vechio, informed me that they are going to do some kind of promo in the stands at home games where they'll be selling "Kyle Werman Growth Charts."  I'm not sure exactly what they will be, but I hope they follow through with the idea so I can nab some memorabilia.

My host family situation is going to be changing.  Apparently, my current family only signed on a as temporary home for Spring Training.  Their daughter is coming home from school and they will no longer have a place for me.  I'll be packing my stuff up today to get into my new home tonight.  I've really enjoyed my stay with Melody, Lou, and their son Kyle.  They are a great family and they definitely set the bar high for my new family to live up to.

I guess that's it for today.  I'm off to the movies.  One of the perks of being a Wild Thing is getting free movie tickets at the local theater. 

Monday, May 29, 2006
 
I haven't forgotten to post, the internet situation here at my new host-family's house is not the best.  Since we're on the road most of the time anyway, I should be able to connect in the hotels.  I'll sit down when I have some free time and write a nice post. 
 
Everything's going well.  We head to Chicago tomorrow for a three-game series vs. Windy City (the same field where I had my tryout).

Tuesday, May 30, 2006
  

Well, I'm back in Chicago where I began my Frontier League adventure.  The bus ride here was 9 hours, which would not have been too bad had the air conditioning not pooped out halfway through the trip.  We had our first session of "Kangaroo Court" over the PA system on the bus.  Kangaroo Court is a way for teams to maintain the peace over a long season.  It is also a source of great comic relief.  Over a ~10-day period, players place notes into a box to fine other players for wrongs they may have committed over the previous court period.  Fines range from 25 cents to a $3 max fine for offenses such as talking too much, running off the field with less than 3 outs, stealing another player's towel, etc.  Those brought up on charges can plead "guilty" or "not guilty" and must face a jury of their fellow teammates to settle the case.  At the end, fines are tallied, paid, and stored for an end-of-season party.  Today's highest fined player reached a fine total of $6, which included a $3 max fine for being a "DORK".  He plead guilty on that charge to avoid paying double the fine if found guilty by the jury.

We're 2-4 through six games this season as we are preparing for our third series here in Windy City.  Although I'm not excited about our record, I have been pleased with what I've been able to contribute to this point.  It appears as though our manager is using a 3-man rotation for the two middle-infield spots.  Therefore, I play two out of every three days.  Sure, I'd like to play every day, but considering I was excited to just make the team 10 days ago, I'll take what I can get.

Our first home series last weekend set an attendance record for the Wild Things, netting roughly 10,000 fans over the 3-game stretch.  It was an exciting atmosphere, and the stadium personnel did a great job running activities in between innings to keep the fans entertained.  The mascot was great as well, with some signature moves that kept everyone captivated.  I'm looking forward to playing in front of some great fans all season. 

Sunday, May 4, 2006

Tomorrow we are set to finish our 6-game road trip here in Rockford.  We have yet to get our offense on track this season.  After losing tonight with a walk-off single in the 10th, we dropped to 4-7 on the year.  5 of those losses have been by one run.  We still have been using a 3-man rotation in the middle infield, so I continue to play 2 out of every 3 games.  After starting off hot with the bat, I've started to encounter some struggles at the plate over the last couple games.  I went 0-4 at the plate today, including a pop-up to first in the 8th with a chance to drive in the go-ahead run with 2 outs.  Nobody has been able to come up with a clutch hit to spark our offense.  It's still early in the season, and I'm sure things will turn around.  I'm making a few adjustments at the plate, which should help me get back on track.

Off the field, I'm loving life.  I get up between 10 and noon every day and just hang around until it's time to get to the field around 3pm.  If I get up in time, I may grab some breakfast and get in a lift, but most of the time I sleep in and go straight to lunch.  After the games, we usually head out in groups to get some dinner at a restaurant near the hotel.  Most of the guys go out on the town almost every night.  Although I can stay out all night raging like some of my teammates, I get out a few nights a week to have my fun too.  I'm looking forward to heading out to Pittsburgh for the first time when we get back to town on Tuesday.

I would say the only downside would have to be the pay.  I'm getting $600/month, which is a far cry from what I was getting working a 9-to-5 job.  Of course, I am getting PAID to play baseball.  So I can't see any reason to complain about anything.  I'm just happy to be living the life. 
Saturday, June 10, 2006
The trip back from Rockford Monday night was BRUTAL.  We finished the final game of the series around 10pm, completing the losing end of a 3-game sweep (all one-run games).  After we devoured the "spread" (one chicken sandwich per player) and got our showers, we were on the road by 11.  Apparently, the thing to do for a long bus trip is to take some Tylenol PM to knock yourself out.  Some players chose to supplement this sleep aid with a liquid aid found in 12oz brown bottles.  I stuck to the pills.  In addition to the fact that the bus ride was ~12 hours through the night (we also jumped an hour for the time change), the TVs on the bus weren't functioning, which left us without any movies.  As I may have mentioned before, our bus driver also likes to keep the bus temperature at what feels like 40 degrees.  As anyone who has been in a charter bus knows, its nearly impossible to find a comfortable position in which to sleep.  I usually opt for laying on the seats with my feet in the isle, stuffing several pillows and blankets behind my head and back to even out the sleeping surface.  Since I'm small, I have a little more leeway to work with.  Other players try to lay in the isles on the floor, but I can't say the floor is all too sanitary.  Whatever you do, the quality of sleep you get on the bus is not great.  About 3 hours into the trip, I expected the Tylenol to have completely kicked in.  I was wrong.  Instead, I found myself in a dazed stupor, not quite awake, but unable to fully fall asleep.  The only saving grace after the miserable trip home was an off-day upon our return.  
 
Yesterday, we played our final game against Evansville before heading to Kalamazoo for a 3-game set this weekend.  I played in the final two games of the series, getting my first start against a lefty last night.  I've worked some things out with my swing and am back in a groove at the plate.  In last night's game, I crushed a ball from the right side that lined over the leftfielder's head and short-hopped the wall.  If I had elevated it at all, it would surely had been my first ever homerun.  Instead I settled for a double.  One of these days I'm sure to get one.

Right now, its 6:30am and we have just arrived at the hotel in Kalamazoo.  We left after the game last night and drove through the night (7.5 hours).  I bought a $9 sleeping bag at Wal-mart yesterday and was able to get some good sleep on the floor of the bus.  It was a definite improvement over the sleep on our last trip.  

Friday, June 16, 2006
  

Yesterday, we completed our first sweep of the season against the Florence Freedom, bringing our record over .500 for the first time this year (11-10).  The sweep was extra sweet for me since I had tried out for their team a month ago and their coach did not feel I was good enough to make his team.  Two days after that tryout, I was in Chicago for the league-wide tryout and got picked up by the Wild Things.  Needless to say, I am much happier where I am right now, and it was great to get the start in all three games against Florence and stick it to them. 
 
Although I played well in all three games and we got the sweep, the series ended on a sour note for me.  In the top of the 3rd inning in last night's game, I made a diving attempt to catch a line drive up the middle.  Fully stretched out, I came down awkwardly on my left shoulder and dislocated it.  To add insult to injury, the ball kicked out of my glove as well.  I heard the pop, and knew right away that something was wrong with my shoulder, so I sat down in the dirt and waited for our trainer, Bob, to get out to the field and check it out.  Surprisingly, it wasn't as painful as I would have imagined.  When Bob got to me, I told him it was dislocated and that he'd have to pop it back in.  He later told me he thought I had just sprained something and he wasn't expecting to have to pop any joints back into place.  He laid me down, adjusted my arm, applied pressure, and "pop", it was back in.  Bob looked at me and said he almost puked.  Just out of college a year ago, this was the first time he had dealt with a dislocated shoulder.  Once it was back in, I was in little pain and I could move my arm around freely.  I picked up a ball, caught a few throws to see if I was alright, and stayed in for the final out of the inning.  
 
Once back in the dugout, Bob wanted to check me out before letting me continue.  He lifted my arm and applied some pressure to the joint to see how stable it was.  To my surprise (and his as well) it popped right back out again.  This time it was much more painful.  After a few failed attempts to relocate it in a standing position, I lied down once again and he got it back in.  He wrapped it in ice, and I was done for the game. 
 
This morning, I saw a orthopedic surgeon in Pittsburgh to check out my shoulder.  Based on his opinion, it is going to be 2-3 weeks just to let the joint scar and tighten up, then 2-3 more weeks of range of motion training and strengthening.  So basically, I'm out for a month, and I'm not a happy camper.  I'm going to see another doctor in a couple days to get another opinion, but I'm expecting the same answer. 
 
I'll update in a few days when I know more about my situation.

Tuesday, June 20, 2006

We made the trip to St. Louis yesterday to play 3 games against River City, and 3 more against Gateway (both located in the St. Louis area).  I was placed on the 2-week injured reserved list on Friday, but given the choice to travel, I decided to make the trip and stay with the team.  I figured it would be much better to spend this week in St. Louis with my teammates than in Washington, PA alone.  It would have been nice to travel home for the week and see my family, but if I didn't travel I would have been required to get physically therapy treatment in Pittsburgh, so I wouldn't have been able to make it home.

My shoulder is recovering well.  I haven't had any swelling, and I have nearly full range of motion with very limited pain.  Even so, the shoulder is still pretty loose, so the time off is necessary for the joint to scar and tighten up.  That process usually takes around 2 weeks.  I've been doing rehab treatment with our trainer, and I'm looking at making my return around the first week in July.  Hopefully there won't be any complications and I can stay on track.  

Friday, June 30, 2006

I'm getting close to being able to play.  Today is my first day off the IR (Injured Reserve), and I've been starting to participate more and more during batting practice taking groundballs and swinging the bat.  I've kept my arm in shape throwing BP everyday during the last 2 weeks as well.  For the most part, my shoulder is pain-free, but there is most likely a tear in my labrum which causes some pinching pain in a few positions.  In a dislocation like mine, there is almost always a tear in the labrum, but it shouldn't keep me from playing the rest of the season.  Right now it looks like I'll be getting back in the lineup with some spot-starts and some at-bats sometime next week.  I see a shoulder specialist next Thursday to get a final checkup and maybe an MRI to confirm a labrum tear.

The trip to St. Louis was fun.  We played River City (located West of the city) and Gateway (East across the river).  Both parks were awesome with great crowds.   It was very frustrating not being able to play in those ballparks.  River City's fence was 299 down the rightfield line, with a 40-foot wall to clear.  Right center was only 350'.  Gateway was even more hitter-friendly for lefties.  Down the line it was 305', and rightcenter was only 342'.  Plus the wall in rightfield was only about 4' tall, and the wind was blowing out to right.  It's just my luck that I'd be hurt for our only trip to these parks.  I was also hurt for my only trip to Maryland in college (the smallest college park we played in).  I'm still looking for that first homer.

While in St. Louis, we made a trip to "The Landing" in downtown St. Louis right by the Arch.  It's amazing how things can change in just a years time.  Last year in the Spring, I was at The Landing eating dinner with a VP with Rawlings while on an interview.  They wanted me to be their lead designer of their line of catcher's gear and they flew me out for a long day of interviews.   At the time, I still had to finish my Master's degree in the summer, and I didn't know what my future was with baseball.   I was disappointed not to get the position, but looking back, if I had taken the job I would have missed out on my opportunity with the Mets, and I would not be where I am now playing with the Wild Things.

Right now, I'm in Evansville, Indiana.  We're playing against the Otters in one of the oldest fields in the country.  They filmed several of the baseball scenes from "A League of Their Own" in this ballpark.  In fact, we are in the same dugout where Tom Hanks made is famous "There's no crying in baseball" speech in the movie.  

After our 3-game set with Evansville, we return home for 6 games.  I'm excited to get back in the lineup as soon as possible.  While it's been tough sitting out for the last two weeks, I've never felt more appreciated as a player in my life.  I'm the kind of player that makes an impact to the team with the little things I do.  Looking at a stat page I tend to blend in with the crowd and my greatest assets to the team aren't readily apparent.  Over the last couple weeks, the guys have been on me constantly to get healthy and back in the lineup.  They've made it clear that they need me out there at second to take charge of our defense.  It's a very gratifying feeling to know that they appreciate the things I do to contribute to the team.  I just want to get back on the field and start contributing again.  Hopefully we can turn around our recent struggles and make a run for the final two thirds of the season. 
 

Wednesday, July 5, 2006

We returned home on Sunday to play the Chilicothe Paints who stand in first place in our division.  Being that we've been struggling and we are playing the two top teams in our division this week, I'm anxious to get back in the lineup.  On Monday I made my return to the field for the first time since my shoulder injury.  I came in defensively at secondbase in the top of the ninth against the Paints.  It was an amazing game as we managed a 3-run bottom of the ninth to come from behind and win.  I was in the on-deck circle for the winning hit.  

The Fourth of July game was shortened by rain.  We had special jerseys with stars and stripes on the shoulders that were auctioned off during the game.  We were looking to complete the sweep, but due to the weather, we'll have to complete the suspended game in August.

Today, the Kalamazoo Kings came to town for a 3-game set.  I've been disappointed the last three days to not see my name in the lineup.  Our trainer has given our manager the go-ahead to let me play, and I was hoping to get a start.  To make things worse, our bullpen catcher has been out of town.  He's a coach for Georgetown and has been on a recruiting trip all week.  Therefore, I've been stuck as the bullpen catcher.  It's not so bad.  It brings back a lot of memories from my first year at Virginia.

In the seventh inning, I got a chance to get in the game tonight.  We pinch hit for our shortstop, so they slid our secondbaseman over to short and I came in at second.  I got a couple routine plays at second and got my first at-bat since returning.  It came in the bottom of the eighth with a runner on second, two outs, and down by two.  As is to be expected, I was a little amped up.  I was so ahead of the pitch that I nearly fouled a 2-1 fastball into the firstbase dugout.  I ended up grounding out to first on a 2-2 changeup that broke my bat.  

Tomorrow will be exactly 3 weeks since the injury, and I see an orthopedist to check out my shoulder and hopefully give me the all clear.  Maybe after seeing the doctor, my manager will be more likely to let me start a game.  It's much easier to get comfortable in the batter's box when you know you'll be getting a couple at-bats. 

 Sunday, July 16, 2006

The All-star break could not have come at a better time.  Coming into the break, we lost 2 of 3 at Florence.  I made my first starts since my injury, playing in the 1st and 3rd games of the series.  My shoulder has been feeling fine, and it's great to get back in the action.  The break gave me a chance to come home.  It's only about a 4-hour drive home from WashPa.  It was nice to see the family again and sleep in my own bed.  I got to catch a couple of Keith's Legion games and hang out with some friends.  After the break, we come back to a brutal travel schedule; 3 at home, 6 away, 3 home, and 6 away.  It will be a defining stretch for our team in our push to get back in the playoff hunt.

We've started on the right track, taking the first two from Rockford on Friday and Saturday.  Rockford swept us at their place a month ago in three 1-run ballgames and they currently lead the Western Division standings.  Last nights game was televised on FSN Pittsburgh.  We played in front of a sellout crowd of 3,500 and gave them every bit of their money's worth.  In the 9th, we blew a 3-run lead before coming back in the bottom to hit a 2-out walk-off single.  I started both games at secondbase.  Tonight we have a show-and-go, which means we do not have BP on the field.  We can get to the field whenever we want, get our work in, and play.  It's a nice break after a few hot and muggy days.

An interesting note:  Several people have asked about how much we get paid to play in this league.  As a Rookie, I make $600/month.  Veterans can make up to $1100/month.  Of course, this is before taxes get taken out, which means I take home around $450/month.  Considering we play nearly every day in the month, if you do the math, it comes out to about $15/day.  It's even more depressing when you break it down to an hourly wage.  I'm at the field from about 2pm to 10pm, a full 8-hour day.  That means I'm making less than $2/hour.  Of course, most of us would play for free, which makes anything we get paid an added bonus.  So don't think that I'm complaining about anything.

Saturday, July 29, 2006

The last couple weeks have had their ups and downs.  Since coming back from my shoulder injury, I went into an offensive slump, dropping my average 100 points over a 1-week span.  Balls stopped dropping for me, and as with any slump, I was struggling with pitch recognition and confidence at the plate.  One highlight of the slump was a foul homerun I hit at Kalamazoo.  To be fair, the fence down the leftfield line was only 306, and the wind was blowing out.  Either way, even though it as foul by about 10 feet, it was the first ball I've ever hit over a fence.  I guess you have to start somewhere.

Over the last week or so, I've started to come out of my slump a bit and our team has gone on a tear.  Just the other day, we had a 9-game win streak snapped.  Over the span, we have worked our way over the .500 mark and have crept back into the playoff chase.  Our record is now 34-25, and with over a month left, there is still a lot of time.  

We recently made a new addition to our pitching staff, adding J.J. Hollenback to our bullpen.  J.J. and I played Vienna Little League together on the Yankees in addition to playing high school ball together at Madison.  I had heard from Coach Rowland that he was in town, so I mentioned it to my manager here in Washington.  Luckily, things worked out and he is getting a shot to play with us.  Coincidentally, he is also my new roommate at my host-family's house.

Right now I am back in Chicago to play the Windy City Thunderbolts.  We just got into town from a series in Traverse City.  The Traverse City stadium was awesome.  It's a brand new stadium and their first year with a team.  The stadium is modeled to look like a string of beach condos, and from the outside you would not think it's a baseball stadium.  The locker rooms open up to a porch with a picket fence and lawn chairs where we can sit and put on our cleats before heading to the field.  Inside the locker room is a players lounge (one for each team) with leather couches and a 60" flat screen TV, and they provide a spread for both before and after the games.  They hosted crowds of close to 5,000 people each game.

On a negative note, I reinjured my shoulder in the third game of our series with Traverse City.  Once again,  I dove for a hard, one-hop linedrive to my right.  The ball took a high first bounce, and as I reached up mid-dive to knock it down, my arm was put into an awkward position and my shoulder dislocated again when I hit the ground.  Our trainer put it back into place on the field and I came out of the game.  My hope is that I can give it a week off and get back into action quicker than the first time.  I was out 3 weeks after the first dislocation, but most of that time was to give my shoulder a chance to strengthen and avoid a future dislocation.  Since it came out again, it will probably continue to do so whether I give it a month to heal or a year.  I'm hoping I can get back quickly and play out the remainder of the season.  I may have to consider surgery in the offseason if it continues to be a problem. 

 Wednesday, August 9, 2006

We're back in Rockford for three days before heading back home for another six days.  This will be our toughest road trip of the year, as we make the 10+ hour drive twice in just three days, with no off-day.  Although we are several games ahead of Rockford in the standings, they currently stand comfortably in first place in their division, while we are battling to get into the second spot in our division.  Four of the five teams in the Eastern Division have records above .500, while Rockford is the only team in the Western Division with a winning record.  The top two teams in each division make the playoffs, and at 41-28 we are .5 games out of second and two games out of first in the East.

We return home to play the first place Chillicothe Paints on Friday where we have four games to decide in the 3-day span.  I'm planning on making my return to the field during this big series.  Tomorrow marks the 2-week point since I reinjured my shoulder in Traverse City.  Last week I visited the team doctor in Pittsburgh three times and got an MRI to determine the damage.  From the results of the MRI, I have a significant tear in the labrum in my left shoulder, and a Hill-Sachs lesion.  The Hill-Sachs lesion looks like a dent in the ball-end of the humerus.  At the end of the season, I'm supposed to come back to get a CT scan to get a better look at this lesion and determine if I want to get surgery to repair my shoulder.  Until then, the doctor says I'm free to rehab and return to play to finish the season.  I'm excited to get back on the field as we make a final push to get into the playoffs.
Wednesday, August 16, 2006

Last Friday, I made my return to the field.  To everyone's surprise (myself included), my return did not come at second base.  In the second game of our doubleheader against Chillicothe, we went down 9-0 early.  With two more big games to be played on the weekend, our manager did not want to burn the bullpen.  I had been pestering him to get an inning on the mound all summer, and he decided to give me a chance to try my knuckleball.  I was given the top of the 7th (only a 7-inning game) to face their 1-2-3 batters. 

When I took the mound, it was hard to keep the smile off my face.  After my warmup pitches, our catcher came out to the mound to get our signs straight.  I told him I wanted to throw almost all knuckleballs, and sneak in a couple fastballs.  The first batter saw two knuckleballs.  After fouling off the first knuckleball, he got jammed on the second and fisted a single into shallow center.  The next batter was Matt Cooksey, a scrappy lefty from George Mason who I played against in college.  He went ahead in the count 1-0, and I snuck in my first fastball to make it 1-1.  On a 1-1 knuckleball, he poked a weak linedrive off the end of the bat to our thirdbaseman.  He caught it and doubled off the runner at first base who ventured a little too far from the base.  With two outs, I faced their best hitter batting third.  I went 2-0 to him with two knuckleballs.  He bailed me out on the 2-0 pitch by chasing a knuckle an fouling it off.  On the 2-1 pitch, I snuck in a fastball that he was late on and fouled off his leg.   My teammates told me that after all the knuckleballs, my fastball looked like 95 mph (it's really only about 82).  After a knuckle in the dirt, the count came to 3-2.  I was pretty confident I could throw the knuckle for a strike, so I decided to go with it on 3-2.  I released it with no rotation, but it was heading directly at the hitter.  The great thing about the knuckleball is that as a pitcher all you can do is start it on the right path.  After released, it takes on a mind of its own.  In this case, just when I thought it was going to hit the batter, it took a sharp left turn and split the middle of the plate for a called strike three.  The strikeout was the perfect highlight to my professional pitching debut.  And to top it off, my dad, brother, older sister, and her husband were all at the game to see it happen. 

Unfortunately, my pitching performance was the only play I saw on the weekend.  As it often happens, when I went down with my shoulder injury, the other middle-infielders got hot with the bat.  We've continued to play well as a team and are just a game out of first place in our division.  It's hard to mess with the lineup when things are working well.  I also think my manager doesn't want to put me back in too soon and risk reinjury.  At this point, it doesn't matter how long I rehab, my shoulder is going to pop out again if it wants to.  I did finally get into a game last night.  We went into extra innings after we blew a lead on a homerun in the ninth.  I came in and played second in the 10th inning.  I got one at-bat and grounded out to second.

Hopefully I can work my way back in the lineup and help our team to the playoffs.  Either way, I'll be perfectly happy as a defensive replacement late it games if it means we keep winning.  I'm still well aware of the alternative of going back to "real" work.
Wednesday, August 23, 2006

I made my second appearance on the mound Saturday night.  Again, the game was beginning to get out of hand.  We were down 6-2 in the bottom of the 7th and our reliever was struggling to throwing strikes.  I was sitting in the dugout and began to think that I may get an opportunity to get into the game to pitch.  The thought crossed my mind that I could probably go into the game without any pitches in the bullpen.  Just as that thought popped into my mind, our pitcher walked his third straight batter to load the bases.  My next thought was there's no way my manager would put me into a bases loaded jam to throw knuckleballs without warming up.  I was wrong. 

My manager looked down the dugout to me.  "Werman, are you loose?"

"Yeah," I replied (even though I had not picked up a ball since before the game).  

"Well, you're in."  

I grabbed my glove, jogged out to the mound, threw my 8 warmup pitches and got ready to face Florence's 3-hole hitter with bases loaded and two outs.  Without any time in the bullpen, I struggled to find my release point on my knuckleball.  I went 2-0 to the batter before throwing a fastball to bring it to 2-1.  He fouled off a knuckleball to bring it to 2-2.  On the 2-2 pitch I hung a knuckeball belt-high and spinning over the middle of the plate.  Luckily, the batter got himself out by flying out to rightfield to end the inning.

When I went back out for the 8th, I was still struggling to find my release.  I walked the first two batters, unable to throw the knuckle for a strike.  Just as the bullpen started to stir, I found my knuckleball.  I got a flyout to right for one out, and struck out their secondbaseman looking on three straight knuckleballs.  I got the final out on a groundout to first after going ahead 0-2 on two knuckleballs.

In the end, we were unable to come back and win the ballgame.  But at the very least, I may have shown our coaching staff that I'm not just a novelty act on the mound and I may be a legitimate option from the pen.

The next day, I came off the bench in the 7th to play secondbase with a 1-run lead.  I started a 4-6-3 double play, and got an RBI single in the 9th to increase our lead to 2.  Although we blew the lead in the bottom of the ninth, we ended up winning the game in 11 innings.  Currently we stand alone in second place by one game, and are 2.5 games out of first place.  I'm hoping to get a start at second in the coming days as we come down to the wire in the playoff chase.

The ultimate goal is to clinch a playoff spot with a game or two to spare.  My manager promised me a start on the mound of we have a meaningless game.  If we have a second meaningless game, I will have the opportunity to play all 9 positions on the field.

With just 13 games left in the season, we're looking for a strong final push to get into the playoffs and make a run at the title.
Thursday, August 31, 2006

I got hit with another crushing blow tonight as I dislocated my left shoulder for the third time this summer.  Everything had been going so well, too.  Last week I got my first of seven straight starts as we began our final push towards the playoffs.  We rattled off seven straight wins, sweeping the first-place Chillicothe Paints to secure first place in our division for the first time all year.  We entered tonight with a 2.5 game lead in the division and 4.0 game lead over the third place Traverse City Beach Bums.  With a win tonight against the Beach Bums we would have clinched a playoff spot with 4 games left in the regular season.  We couldn't get it done tonight, and the injury to my shoulder didn't make things feel much better.  Just as in the last two times, I made a dive attempt for a groundball to my right.  I had refrained from diving several times over the last couple games, but I was certain I could make the play on this ball.  When I hit the ground my shoulder popped out of place, and the ball went with it.  This time it took nearly 15 minutes to get my shoulder back in the socket.  Needless to say, this third injury makes my decision to get surgery very easy.

At this point, I'm back to being a cheerleader.  It's nothing new.  I've accrued nearly 7 weeks of injury time this summer.  Hopefully we'll seal the deal tomorrow and continue winning to take the division as well.  I'm not giving up hope on getting a start on the mound.  If we can clinch with a day or two to spare, I'm going to be lobbying hard for my coach to let me take the mound.  That would be a little ray of sunshine on what's been a frustrating summer.
Friday, September 8, 2006

Monday we clinched first place in our division by beating Evansville in the final game of the season.  The prior day, we had an opportunity to take a 1.5 game lead on Chillicothe with one game remaining.  This would have meant that I would have had a good chance at getting on the mound to pitch one last time, since the final game would be meaningless.  Unfortunately, we lost the game in 11 innings, crushing my hopes.  Regardless, we took care of business the next day. 
 

On Wednesday, we started the first round of playoffs against Chillicothe.  The Frontier League playoffs consist of two best of 5 series.  We dropped the first game of the series after going up 3-0 in the first inning.  The Paints' bullpen shut us down the rest of the way and crawled back to beat us after a grand slam in the 7th.  

 

Yesterday, we jumped out to a 4-0 lead in the first once again.  Just as the day before, our bats were shutdown the rest of the way.  Fortunately, a strong pitching performance allowed us to hang on and win 4-2 to even the series 1-1. 

 

Meanwhile, my medical escapades have continued.  On Wednesday, I drove into Pittsburgh in the morning to get a CT scan on my shoulder.  The doctor wanted this scan to get a better look a the Hill-Sachs lesion on the head of my humorus.  The Hill-Sachs is basically an indentation on the round part of the joint that is created by the impact of a dislocation.  Yesterday I met with Dr. Sekiya to review the results of the CT scan and discuss surgical options.  He was unsure as to whether he would need to repair the Hill-Sachs lesion and decided that my best option would be to have my labrum repaired orthoscopically and check out Hill-Sachs lesion while he was in there.  If he felt the lesion would be a problem, I could come back a couple weeks later for a second, more extensive operation. 

 

As we discussed when to have the surgery, it became apparent that if I were to wait until the potential end of the playoff season, I would not be able to get back to work at Raytheon until mid-October.  Being that I've already pushed my return date back several times, I figured I should get the surgery done early.  Dr. Sekiya proposed that I come in today to have the first surgery.  

 

The doctors rushed the paperwork and blood tests to have things ready for me today, and I wished the team well as they left for Chillicothe last night.  Ross Vecchio, our GM, arranged for Bob and Mary Ranko (one of the Wildthings host families) to take me to the hospital and take care of me afterwards.  I reported to the hospital at 5:30 this morning and was out of there by 12:30 after a successful surgery. 

 

Dr. Sekiya called me this afternoon and told me everything went well with repairing the labrum.  He said that after looking at the Hill-Sachs lesion, he is estimating that there is a 35% chance that the repair could fail if it is not treated.  He is leaning towards performing a second surgery to graft a piece of bone to patch the lesion.  So now I'm forced to make another decision.  I'm not yet sure what I want to do. 

Wednesday, September 20, 2006

I've decided to go ahead and get the second surgery to repair the Hill-Sachs lesion.  If my shoulder decides to come back out again, I want to be able to say I did everything I could to prevent it.  I'd feel really bad if I were to dislocate it again and was left wondering whether the second surgery could have prevented it.  The next surgery is scheduled for Sept. 29.  The doctor is ordering a bone graft from a cadaver to patch the dent in my humeral head.  Meanwhile, I have a little free time at home and my shoulder is feeling better everyday.  I'm not excited about going through the whole process again in a couple weeks. 

As far as the team is concerned...They lost both games in Chillicothe to lose the series 3-1.  Our offense just couldn't get anything started the entire series.  Chillicothe went on to face Evansville (who knocked out the other #1 seed Rockford).  Evansville defeated Chillicothe to take the league title.

Friday, October 6, 2006

I had my second surgery on Friday (Sept. 29), and everything went well.  I drove up with my mom on Thursday, stayed at my host-house in Washington, and we drove into Pittsburgh early Friday morning for the surgery.  After the surgery, my mom drove all the way back to Vienna, and I stayed at my parents house to recover. 

After the experience of the first surgery, I had a better idea of what to expect during the recovery period.  Since this one would not be arthroscopic, I was expecting the worst.  To my surprise, I felt much better this time around and had very little pain.  I have to wear the "UltraSling II", which is like a sling on steroids.  There are straps and gizmos that can be velcroed anywhere onto it.  There's a large pad that attaches to the inside to keep my arm slightly elevated out to my side, and a strap that wraps around my waste to keep my arm held at my side.  The doctor told me I have to stay in this cumbersome sling until I see him again at the end of October.  I'll be able to start up the physical therapy again in the beginning of November. 

I start back at Raytheon on Monday.  I'll admit, I've been pretty worthless the last couple weeks just sitting around watching TV and movies.  It'll be a good change to get me out of the house and getting work done.  A paycheck will be nice too.  The early mornings will once again be a shock to the body.

Monday, October 16, 2006
I spent nearly an hour the other day reading through the collection of diary entries compiled from my first day in Spring Training until now.  A lot has transpired in the last six months, and I felt I should leave with some final thoughts on my professional baseball experience. 

As I look back at my time with the Mets, the three weeks I spent in Florida were filled with memories that will last a lifetime.  I am grateful to have had to opportunity to be a part of the Mets organization, and I felt like I did everything within my ability and control to make a positive impression and continue in their system.  Unfortunately, it takes a special eye to be able to see the attributes I bring to the field, and it seems that some professional organizations make the mistake of attributing too much towards a player's "tools" rather than their overall baseball make-up and ability to "play the game."  When I sit and watch the MLB playoffs, I am thrilled to see a guy like David Eckstein getting his shot in the big leagues and earning the respect he deserves for doing all the intangible things for his team to win ballgames.  He may not be the biggest, fastest, or strongest, but when it comes down to it, he's a winner.  

Admittedly, I am a little bitter about the way things ended with the Mets.  Nobody ever wants to be released, and at the time I thought my baseball career was over.  Ultimately, the timing of my release could not have been better.  Had I been released just one week later, I would have missed out on the opportunity to try-out for the independent leagues, and probably would have been back at Raytheon for the summer. 

As it turned out, during the week after my release I spent nearly 35 hours on the road to attend tryouts in New Jersey, Kentucky, and Illinois.  When the smoke cleared, I found myself in Washington, PA as a member of the Wildthings.  Just like at UVA under Dennis Womack and Brian O'Connor, I was fortunate to have a manager with the Wildthings (John Massarelli) who valued the attributes I bring to a team.  After battling for a spot during the two weeks following the Chicago tryout, I earned my spot on the team and the rest is history. 

The season itself was full of ups and downs.  As a team, we started out very slow, sitting under .500 and 9 games back from first place at the halfway point in the season.  We were able to turn things around and came on strong to win our division by a half game, sporting a final record of (59-37).  We ended up losing to Chillicothe in the first round of the playoffs 3 games to 1.  Personally, I had to deal with my shoulder injury that sidelined me three different times.  I ended up missing half the season due to injury.  Although it was frustrating to be sitting the bench while injured, I was still able to participate in all the off-the-field activities with the team.  Playing the games was one thing, but hanging out with teammates is what the pro ball experience is all about.  Every city brought new adventures and plenty of debauchery.  Undoubtedly, all the crazy stories would come out in Kangaroo Court for all to hear.  The time spent with teammates and coaches on the road and in the clubhouse are my fondest memories from the summer. 

When I read through my journal, I realized I had left out a big part of my experience.  Although I spoke of my first host-family during the Spring Training before the season, I failed to mention the home in which I spent my entire summer.  After leaving my first host family, I moved in with Phyllis.  Phyllis was amazing as a host-mom.  Over the course of the season, she hosted six different players.  I was the third to move into her home.  When she was not traveling, she provided home-cooked meals for us nearly every day and even baked cookies for every road trip.  One of the toughest things about living in a host-family is the feeling of being someone else's guest in the house.  From day 1, Phyllis made it clear to all of us that it was our house as much as it was hers, and that we should treat it like our own.   She made the transition period very easy, and within a few days I felt right at home.  Phyllis is like a second mom to me now, and I intend on keeping in touch for years to come. 

If I had to pick one highlight for the entire season, I would have to say it was my pitching debut.  It was definitely a dream come true.  After pestering my manager all Summer to pitch, and practicing my knuckleball every day, I finally got my chance on the mound.  My two appearances on the mound were definitely my most memorable on-field experiences.  My only regret was that we didn't clinch the division with a game to spare so I could get a start from the mound. 

So now I'm back at Raytheon.  I've been here for a week now, and I'm already back in the same ol' grind.  It's nice to make a steady paycheck again, but there is no doubt I'd rather be spending my time out on the baseball field.  My shoulder is doing well after the second surgery, and I'm optimistic it will be back to 100% in a few months. 

Overall, the experience of writing these diary entries has been a very positive one.  I look forward to going back and reading them all again a few years from now.  I'm sure it will bring back some fond memories.  I'm glad I was able to share my experiences with everyone who took the time to venture into the teamwerman.com site.  At the very least, the diary is a small window into the world of minor league baseball
