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  To my parents, Cynthia and Gerard, who nurtured—and then dealt with—my love of baseball.
 

  And to Patrick, my first interview subject.
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  · INTRODUCTION ·

         


  And they’ll walk out to the bleachers, sit in their shirtsleeves on a perfect afternoon. They’ll find they have reserved seats somewhere along one of the baselines, where they sat when they were children and cheered their heroes. And they’ll watch the game and it’ll be as if they dipped themselves in magic waters. The memories will be so thick they’ll have to brush them away from their faces. People will come, Ray. The one constant through all the years, Ray, has been baseball. America has rolled by like an army of steamrollers. It has been erased like a blackboard, rebuilt, and erased again. But baseball has marked the time.


  —Terrence Mann, Field of Dreams


  It’s easy to be romantic about baseball. Two teams, nine innings, three strikes, four balls, three outs—no matter where you are in the world, baseball is baseball.


  The difference is in the details, and the details are what we bring you with Hometown Hardball. Consider this book a guide to affiliated minor league baseball stadiums in the northeast—the homes of all twenty-seven teams in the six New England states, plus New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. In detailing bits about the clubs, the history, the food, the fans, the neighborhoods, and so on, we want to tell you what makes a day at one ballpark fun and different from the others.


  From Portland to Brooklyn, Rochester to Williamsport, Pawtucket to Altoona, and everywhere in between, the game will be the same. But the routine and tradition in these towns, big or small, are each their own experience.
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  TRIPLE-A BALLPARKS
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MCCOY STADIUM

   


  
HOME OF THE

  Pawtucket Red Sox





   
  	LOCATION:
  	Pawtucket, RI
 



  
	TIME FROM:
	 



  	WORCESTER, MA:
  	50 minutes
  

  

  	BOSTON, MA:
  	1 hour
  


  	HARTFORD, CT:
  	1 hour, 40 minutes
  

  

	PORTLAND, ME:
  	2 hours, 30 minutes
  

  

	NEW YORK, NY:
  	3 hours, 30 minutes



	OPENED:
  	1942
  


	CAPACITY:
	10,031



	TENANT:

  	Pawtucket Red Sox, Triple-A International League (1973–present)
  


	PAST TENANTS:
	Pawtucket Red Sox, Double-A Eastern League (1970–72)



   	 
   

  	Pawtucket Indians, Double-A Eastern League (1966–67)
  

  
   	      

  	Pawtucket Slaters, Class B (1946–49)
  


	DISTANCE FROM HOME PLATE:
	325 to left and right fields, 400 feet to center



	RADIO:
	920 AM (Providence)





    Longest Game Ever




  If you’re familiar with McCoy Stadium, it’s probably for one of two reasons: One, it’s the home of the Pawtucket Red Sox, Boston’s Triple-A farm team, where the organization’s top prospects often get their last reps before reaching The Show. And two, McCoy Stadium was the site of the longest game in the history of professional baseball—a thirty-three-inning affair in 1981 between the PawSox and Rochester Red Wings that started on April 18 and ended on June 23.


  The contest is immortalized in a book, Bottom of the 33rd: Hope, Redemption, and Baseball’s Longest Game, by the New York Times’ Dan Barry, but here’s the short version: The PawSox and Red Wings played thirty-two innings, starting April 18 and ending at 4:09 a.m. April 19—Easter Sunday. International League president Harold Cooper suspended the game. The teams had been playing for seven hours.


  The game resumed two months later with the thirty-third—and ultimately final—inning. It was broadcast on national TV, due in part to the Major League Baseball strike, and took only eighteen minutes to wrap up. Dave Koza singled to left field to score Marty Barrett. The PawSox won 3-2. The final statistics: 882 pitches in eight hours and twenty-five minutes. Future Hall of Famer Cal Ripkin, Jr., playing for Rochester, had fifteen plate appearances. The teams struck out a combined sixty times in 219 at-bats.


  The Longest Game offers a window into the franchise’s rich history. The PawSox, who adopted their parent team’s name in 1970, have long served as a preview of what’s to come in Boston, an hour away. Think of any homegrown Red Sox player from the last half-century or so—including core members of the World Series–winning teams in 2007 and 2013—and there is a good chance he made a stop in Pawtucket. In fact, about three out of every four players to play for the PawSox have reached the majors at some point.




   
  Free Tom Brady!


  One of the team’s first promotions in 2016 was a Free Tom Brady night, during which anybody named Tom or Brady got in for free. The normally $13 tickets were reduced to $12 in honor of the famed Patriots quarterback’s jersey number.





  

  
  The Little Brother


  If you visit McCoy Stadium, do so for the history and tradition more than for the perks or amenities of the ballpark. It’s not uncommon in recent years for teams to build souped-up state-of-the-art facilities to attract fans (or for towns to build them to attract teams), but the PawSox do not have one of those in McCoy.


  McCoy was built in 1942 (though it received renovations around the turn of the century) and looks it. A World War II–era utilitarian bowl of concrete, the stadium is not especially attractive and it is located in a not especially attractive neighborhood. All is not lost, however. If you’re spending a day or weekend in the area, Providence, the state’s capital, has its good side and is only fifteen minutes down the road—and again, Boston is only an hour away.
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  The PawSox are trying to change, though. When new ownership took over the team in 2014, one of its first moves was an effort to move the team to a new stadium in Providence. That project never got off the ground, however, and in late 2015 the team brought in three new executives—Chairman Larry Lucchino, President Dr. Charles Steinberg, and General Manager Dan Rea III—to rejuvenate the organization and do damage control on what had become a major public relations debacle. Lucchino and Steinberg are veterans of the Red Sox front office that revamped Fenway Park in the mid-2000s, and the hope is they will do the same in Pawtucket. As of early 2017, the PawSox were looking at potential sites for a new stadium in and around Pawtucket, with the long-term fate of McCoy remaining up in the air.


  One of their specialties includes goings-on related to fans’ in-game experiences. Among their quick fixes was replacing the old net behind home plate with one that has thinner wires, thus making it easier to see. They also re-did a barbeque area down the first-base line that is exclusive to group outings during the pregame but open to general-admission ticket holders during the game and offers a great view. The new front office also worked with the city to add new “This Way to McCoy Stadium” signs all over the neighborhood, which are rather helpful to those unfamiliar with old, winding New England roads. The benefit to McCoy is that it is logistically very simple, just a couple minutes off I-95 and with plenty of on-site parking. There are also private off-site lots in the neighborhood for when McCoy’s fill up.


  The PawSox’s goal is, as Steinberg put it, to be the little brother to the big brother in Boston.


 
  Have a Seat



  McCoy Stadium isn’t sexy, but one of the main tenets of minor league baseball remains true there: There isn’t a bad seat in the place. The main seating bowl is divided into three sections—green closest to the field, red above that, then a ring of blue up highest—and almost all of it is covered by an overhang that protects fans from spring rain and summer heat. In the outfield, there is a section of bleachers in right field and a grassy berm in left, similar to the outfield at JetBlue Park, the Red Sox’s spring training home.


  The PawSox, as a Triple-A team, play at the highest of the six levels of the minor leagues. The majors are sixty minutes and a world away. Pawtucket’s roster is consistently a mix of career minor leaguers hoping to get one more shot—or maybe their first shot—in the bigs and young prospects being groomed to support the parent club. Since they broke through with a World Series win in 2004, the Red Sox have consistently had one of the best farm systems in baseball, which means a regular supply of some of the most exciting young minor leaguers in the country calling McCoy home.





  Basic Fare


  Food-wise, McCoy offers traditional ballpark fare, including ice cream for when it’s hot and hot chocolate for when it’s not.





  
    See Them Now


  The best part about McCoy: seeing the Red Sox stars of tomorrow. The players could quite literally end up in Boston any day.


  Take Junichi Tazawa as an example. A bull-pen mainstay before, during, and after the club’s 2013 World Series championship, Tazawa was once just a major league hopeful, one in a long line of Next Big Things working on his craft in Pawtucket. As fans arrived at McCoy on August 7, 2009, he was one of the main draws. News spread that evening, however, that nobody in Rhode Island was going to see Tazawa that night. He wasn’t even there. The Red Sox called him up, and he had to rush off to the Bronx. The PawSox beat Norfolk without him, and Tazawa made his major league debut in the 14th inning of an eventual loss to the Yankees.


  Fishing for Autographs


  “Watch and learn” is an organizing principle for much of life on this planet, and it’s no different for many of the more than 17 million people who have visited McCoy Stadium in the last four decades. At McCoy, built during World War II and tucked into a mostly residential neighborhood in working-class Pawtucket, autograph seekers have a method as unusual as any you’ll see in a baseball setting, a method with no obvious origin but a very clear objective.


  At minor league parks across the country, the autograph-obtaining routine is, well, routine. Fans crowd around a specific corner of the park, usually near the dugouts or where there is a lot of player foot traffic in the hopes that some of them will stop and oblige with a signature. Also popular is waiting outside the stadium after a game to catch players as they head to their cars or the team bus.
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  McCoy Stadium is different. There are no field-level seats aside from a handful of luxury boxes, so the sections closest to play are above the dugouts. Fans are a bit more removed from the players’ environment, and fan-player interaction is more difficult to achieve.


  Generations of McCoy attendees have worked around this, however. In the hour before and minutes after each game, fans “fish” for autographs near the home and away dug-outs. They use some sort of container—a red Solo cup, a bisected one-gallon milk jug, a plastic pumpkin meant for Halloween candy, anything—and tie a string around it. Then they put their baseball, program, photos, cards, or other item of choice in the container and carefully drop it over a railing. The pseudo-fishing rods, bait and all, hang there by the edge of the dugout and warning-track dirt. Kids wait to see if they get any bites.


  “It’s a way for them to touch you without being next to you,” said Rich Gedman, a New England and baseball lifer.


  Gedman has witnessed this fishing custom for decades. After growing up in nearby Worcester, Massachusetts, he signed with the Red Sox in 1977, weeks shy of his eighteenth birthday. He spent the end of that summer practicing—and watching and learning—with the PawSox at Mc-Coy. By the time first pitch arrived each night, Gedman transitioned to the seats to watch with everybody else. Within those first few days, it struck him: Huh. This is different.






  Past Greats



  Here’s a partial look at some noteworthy big leaguers who made stops in Pawtucket before their major league successes:

  

  1970s:


  Carlton Fisk, Jim Rice, Tony Conigliaro
 

  1980s:


  Wade Bogs, Roger Clemens, Dennis “Oil Can” Boyd, Rich Gedman, Mike Greenwell, Bobby Ojeda


  1990s:


  Nomar Garciaparra, Derek Lowe, Lou Merloni, Trot Nixon, Jason Varitek, Mo Vaughn


  2000s:


  Bronson Arroyo, Clay Buchholz, Jacoby Ellsbury, Jon Lester, Justin Masterson, Jonathan Papelbon, Dustin Pedroia, Josh Reddick, Kevin Youkilis


  2010s:


  Mookie Betts, Xander Bogaerts, Jackie Bradley, Jr., Brock Holt, Eduardo Rodriguez, Travis Shaw, Blake Swihart, Junichi Tazawa





  “You don’t see it very often. You’re close, but you’re not close,” Gedman said of the odd seating setup. “It seemed like it was something that the fans just always did.”


  Gedman reached McCoy again in 1980, this time making his last stop on the minor league ladder en route to a decade-long career as an All-Star catcher with the Boston Red Sox. More than thirty years after that, Gedman—with his three children grown and out of the house—returned to Pawtucket as the team’s hitting coach.


  Years passed. Thousands of fans and hundreds of players came and went. But there Gedman was again, at McCoy, with fans fishing for autographs, a tradition as steady as the national pastime itself.


  “You see major league balls, you see little league balls, you see balls that have been used, you see balls that are brand new,” Gedman said. “Books. Baseball cards. Whatever you have. It doesn’t have to be anything special.”


  Players can benefit from McCoy’s fishing tradition, too. Sox coach Rich Gedman pointed out that it’s not as personal as the physical exchange of ball and pen between fan and player, but it’s not difficult for athletes like Blake Swi-hart to find the positive side.


  The Red Sox made Swihart their first-round draft pick in June 2011, attaching to the athletic catcher from New Mexico a certain degree of fame and expectation that comes with being selected so early. Everywhere Swihart went in his journey to the majors—from Greenville, South Carolina, to Salem, Virginia, to Portland, Maine—he was among the most popular targets of Sharpie-wielding fans.


  Those sorts of situations can become hairy. It’s typically a good-natured moment—“You try to make someone’s day,” as Gedman puts it—but when there are too many fans to satisfy, or the occasional awkwardly aggressive adult, it can be difficult for players to extricate themselves from the pack to get back to work.


      [image: chpt_fig_004]



  The fishing routine helps that. It’s a much more passive activity, and if players have a spare moment or two they can go down the line and sign however many items they want. “It’s a lot better than getting hounded,” said Swihart. “It’s a lot easier and you’re not feeling overwhelmed. You’re almost more willing to do it. I’ve never seen anything like it before. It’s kind of cool, the tradition. I know they’ve been doing it forever.”
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FRONTIER FIELD





HOME OF THE


  Rochester Red Wings









   
  	LOCATION:
  	Rochester, NY
 



  
	TIME FROM:
	 



  	BUFFALO, NY:
  	1 hour, 15 mineust
  

  

  	SYRACUSE, NY:
  	1 hour, 20 minutes
  


  	TORONTO, CANADA:
  	2 hours, 45 minutes
  

  

	ALBANY, NY:
  	 3 hours, 30 minutes
  

  

	SPRINGFIELD, MA:
  	4 hours, 30 minutes


  

	NEW YORK, NY:
  	5 hours, 30 minutes




	OPENED:
  	1997
  


	CAPACITY:
	13,500



	TENANT:

  	Rochester Red Wings, Triple-A International League (1997–present)
  


	PAST TENANTS:
	 None



	DISTANCE FROM HOME PLATE:
	335 feet to left field, 402 to center, 322 to right



	RADIO:
	1280 AM (Rochester)








  Lovin’ the Ripkens


  Rochester is similar to Cincinnati in that it is not necessarily a destination city, but a legitimate city nonetheless with a proud baseball tradition. The history of Frontier Field is relatively short, with the Red Wings celebrating their twentieth season here in 2016. The history of professional baseball in Rochester, however, is a long and august one.


  Rochester’s first pro team formed in 1877 (that’s not a typo). Since then, the Rochester Hustlers/Bronchos/Tribe/Jingoes/Brownies/ Colts have played in the International Association, New York State League, American Association, Eastern Association, and Eastern League, among others. Most of that happened when professional baseball lacked stability and saw teams and leagues come into and out of existence within years. In 1928, Rochester adopted the Red Wings moniker. It’s been that way ever since.


  As far as high-profile minor league games go, Frontier Field didn’t have to wait long. The Red Wings hosted their then-parent team, the Baltimore Orioles, for an exhibition on July 10, 1997, during Major League Baseball’s All-Star break. Later that year, they won the International League’s Governor’s Cup (as they did again in 2006). In 2000, Frontier Field hosted the Triple-A All-Star Game, televised nationally on ESPN2.


  

  

Before Baseball


  While the Red Wings didn’t call Frontier Field home until 1997, construction finished in 1996. The first event it hosted was a Beach Boys concert on July 12, 1996. The next night, Frontier Field hosted its first sporting event, a soccer match between the Rochester Raging Rhinos and the Montreal Impact.
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   Another aspect of Rochester worth knowing is that Rochesterians love them some Ripkens. Cal Sr. was a player (1961) and manager (1969–70), while sons Cal Jr. and Billy both played (1981 and 1987 respectively). Cal Jr., as the most successful of the bunch, both while in Rochester and in the major leagues, is the most popular.


  “He’s one of Rochester’s favorite sons,” says Red Wings boss Dan Mason. “Our people have adopted him and called him our own. He was as big a star in major league baseball as there was at the time.”



  Old-School Charm


  If you visit Frontier Field and it feels like a scaled-down version of the Baltimore Orioles’ Camden Yards, that’s okay—more than okay, even. That’s what the Red Wings were going for when they were an O’s affiliate planning the park two decades ago.


  Like Camden Yards, widely considered one of the nicest stadiums in the majors, Frontier Field is a newer building that seamlessly blends into a long-existent neighborhood in the heart of downtown Rochester. From the outside, it has an old-school feel to it, not shiny or modern like more recently erected places. The bricks used to construct Frontier were selected because they looked like bricks in the older, surrounding buildings. The immediate neighborhood includes lots of factories—whose empty lots serve as relatively inexpensive Red Wings parking—but beyond that a block or two it gives way to a more downtown feel.


  The upkeep is constant—painting this and fixing that, adding new seats or maintaining a general-admission section. Mason, who has been the Red Wings’ general manager since 1995 and is a de facto local celebrity, compared Frontier Field to a baby.

  

A New Perspective



  Once the weather warms, you are excused if your eyes are drawn away from the action and toward the buildings beyond Frontier during night games. Rochester has a sneaky- gorgeous skyline, including the distinct Kodak Tower, and Frontier Field is one of the best places from which to take it in. That dawned on Mason, a Rochester-area lifer, one night twenty years ago when the new park was still under construction.


  “I was here tying up some lose ends,” Mason said. “I looked up and I’m like, ‘That’s pretty dang cool.’ I never realized we had a cool skyline until that night.”






  “You see your son or your daughter get older and go through different stages, and that’s what it was like when Frontier Field was being built,” Mason said. “We don’t want it to look like a twenty-year-old facility. We want people to walk into this place and say ‘wow.’”


  As soon as you step inside, the clean and modern amenities do away with any skepticism the old-timey façade might induce. Frontier Field even has free Wi-Fi—a benefit, one might assume, to selling your stadium name rights to a leading telecommunications company.


  The seating options are fairly straightforward. The lower bowl is surrounded by

  
    


  
  



  






Low-Key Americana
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