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			To my dad, who taught me to “swing hard in case you hit it,” and to future Banana Ballers for bringing joy to the game and making baseball fun
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			Foreword

			I wasn’t ready for the energy coming from the other end of the line when Jesse Cole called me in late 2021. Jesse and the Savanah Bananas were embarking on a tour he was sure was going to serve as a true coming-out party for what was already, in my opinion, the most interesting sporting/entertainment organization in America, and I wanted to learn more.

			The team was heading out to stadiums throughout the Southeast and Midwest during the spring of 2022, bringing the world—and themselves—proof that the buying public was ready for a fresh take on “America’s pastime.” His plan sounded simple: Take the best of baseball and make it better, and take what drives everyone crazy—the long games; the corporate, even inaccessible, vibe—and make it intimate and wildly fan-friendly. Every decision, every stunt, every concession: it was all about being Fans First.

			Jesse had introduced the idea of baseball played by new rules to the world earlier that year during a One-City World Tour in Mobile, Alabama, and I had followed the experience from afar, mostly through his team’s amazing social media accounts. The ideas the Bananas added to the game—a fan can catch a foul ball and register an out; a walk actually becomes a sprint when the batter takes off after the fourth errant pitch—were the kinds of uber-creative twists on a sport that has lost touch with a young generation.

			But as a longtime Sports Illustrated writer and author, and a baseball nut for whom the game had gone a bit stale, I’ll confess I was skeptical—all the energy the Bananas showed on TikTok and Instagram couldn’t possibly be true to life. I was sure social media added ten times the appearance of fun to the games, the same way a television camera adds ten pounds. Baseball was an unmovable, unfixable thing, so bound by rules and traditions, it was unimprovable. And while I didn’t think that was necessarily a good thing, it is what I believed was true.

			Then came the invitation from Jesse: Come experience what we’re doing. See it for your skeptical self.

			The word unicorn is used too often, in my opinion. But in my thirty-plus years of covering the worlds of sports and business, it was the only word I could apply to Jesse. The invitation had barely crossed his lips when I jumped at the opportunity to go watch a game and understand the current of fan love that it tapped into. Almost immediately I started wondering if there might be a book in the telling of this effort. That first game pushed me over the top! I wanted to capture that explosion of creative energy and help others appreciate the story behind the man and his family who are dedicated to delivering it every night. His energy pulled me in; he doesn’t just bend the rules out of irreverence, but out of true love of the game, and because his creative well is deep. Whatever we think of as convention, he’s going to try doing the opposite. But it’s his constant willingness to adapt and improve the show he delivered that made me feel like I was in the presence of a modern-day Walt Disney.

			After Jesse agreed a book would add to the overall growth of the movement he was hoping to create, I and my writing team attended every Banana Ball–rules game that year. And I was right: social media didn’t accurately cover the experience of being there. Being there was even zanier, wilder, more unpredictable, and more pure fun than anything I’d ever seen on any field. I experienced the highs and the lows, the drama and the dramatic, and I watched as Jesse’s band of creatives thrilled tens of thousands of fans, setting up a future that only the wildest imagination (read: Jesse Cole) could paint.

			On several of these road trips, I brought my young-teen children along. When the first game ended, I noticed that my son, Will, hadn’t been on his phone once during the two hours. With a big smile on his face, he said, “Dad, please don’t take me to a regular baseball game ever again.” In many ways, I’m with him!

			The Bananas are just crossing the starting line, with Jesse out front in that yellow tux. Where they go—and as they go—they’ll have me and millions more there with them!

			Don Yeager

			January 2023

		

	
		
			Introduction

			This is not a memoir.

			But here’s the thing. Ever since I had the vision of re-creating baseball, ever since my wife, Emily, and I formed the Savannah Bananas, I’ve gotten a fair amount of attention. And I don’t think it’s only because I own seven yellow tuxedos (complete with a matching top hat). Admittedly, I have put myself out there for any opportunity to tell our story. Maybe it’s because we’re doing something so different that people can’t look away, almost like they want to meet us and investigate.

			This is not a book about your grandpa’s favorite pastime. This is not about baseball. This is about the greatest show in sports. This is about Banana Ball and how it got started. In order to understand how it came to be, you have to understand how I came to be as well. And then, at least if you get to the end and you think Banana Ball is the craziest thing you’ve ever heard of, you have a name you can blame for the insanity.

			My name is Jesse Cole. This is the story of the lessons I learned early and how they played into the lessons that I hope I continue to learn today.

			OK, if you’re stuck on wordplay, call it a memoir if you insist. It does include a lot of stuff about my childhood, my amateur baseball career, my hopes, my dreams, the tremendous team at my side, how Emily made me the luckiest man alive when she agreed to be my wife (on a ball field, of course), and how the direction of our life together was somehow steered toward the Bananas.

			That sounds like a traditional memoir.

			But I prefer to say this book is about a full-fledged movement, maybe even a revolution.

			When we came up with the name Savannah Bananas—seriously, who names a baseball team after a fruit?—the local fans almost rode us out of town. But from the beginning, with our brand of flair and showmanship, with a fun-filled, fast-paced version of the game that we call Banana Ball, we’ve always had one priority.

			You.

			The fans.

			Our slogan—now, then, and forever—is simple: Fans First. Entertain Always.

			When we started the Bananas, Emily and I were deeply in debt from launching our team. We were sleeping on an air mattress, living in a three-hundred-square-foot studio, eating ramen noodles and Hot Pockets. Yeah, our prospects didn’t look so good. But I guess far greater odds have been overcome. Back then, all we had was family, a few of our nonskeptical friends, and each other—along with a persistent belief that if we somehow got people to our ballpark, they would have more fun than they had ever dreamed possible.

			Our team endured and innovated to the point where the Bananas have played to nearly a decade’s worth of sold-out crowds and attracted more social media followers than any major-league team. The Bananas were the subject of a five-part ESPN documentary. We executed a thirty-three-city World Tour—some fans followed us around, sort of like the Grateful Dead’s Deadheads—and then we planned to bring Banana Ball into MLB stadiums.

			We’re different. Let me give you an example.

			Baseball doesn’t have a clock. That’s part of its charm, right? The game is timeless. At least that’s what we’ve been told for the last century or so.

			Play ball!

			That’s what you always hear in baseball. Everybody knows that one. We say it, too. But a few seconds later, before our first pitch, we also say this:

			Start the clock!

			We have a clock, and our games top out at two hours. We don’t allow bunts. Batters can steal first base. And if a fan catches a foul ball in the stands, it’s an out. Crazy, right?

			Remember when Moneyball came out? If you didn’t read the book, you probably saw the movie. It was interesting because it challenged traditional baseball tactics, specifically the way teams viewed and scouted players. It showed how a team with no money could compete with the richest teams in baseball by picking out subtle winning qualities of players who had been passed over or labeled as has-beens.

			For years, the baseball standings practically ran parallel to the payrolls. Small-market teams had no shot at all. Then some of them found an edge, and it was so contradictory to baseball’s structure. And that fascinated fans. The little guys could actually win? How? That shouldn’t work. Why did it work?

			In their own way, the Bananas are accomplishing something similar. We are changing the game and growing fans faster than all the major-league baseball teams combined. You see fans proudly wearing their Bananas gear at MLB games. They usually are greeted by cheers. Our social media presence has exploded. We are putting fun and fans first—not stats, not analytics, not data, and not dollars.

			We are challenging the traditional view that it’s all about wins and losses and the ultimate goal of putting together a winning team. Yes, we want to win and play well, but we’re putting together the most fun team in baseball. My argument always has been that if you assemble the most fun group and create a great environment, you’ll have the largest and most loyal fan base. You’ll also win quite often.

			We still hear the contradictory view: according to conventional thinking, the Bananas shouldn’t work. We never had big dollars. We never had an investor from the outside. And we’ve primarily played in a home ballpark with a capacity of four thousand—going up to ten thousand or so at stadiums during our World Tour. But with our attention to social media, we have reached millions.

			I’m the front man for this baseball revolution. Some people call me the ringmaster. You should know Emily, but probably don’t, because she’s always in the background, smoothing out my craziness with her voice of reason, handling thankless details, and, most important, keeping our family safe and happy in her loving embrace. You need to know our tireless staff, the greatest bunch of hardworking, creatively zany, problem-solving, fun-loving people in the history of people. They are fueled by caffeine, sarcasm, and imagination. I love their nonstop ideas and their willingness to challenge traditional beliefs.

			So why do the Bananas work? In a world filled with entertainment options and competition for the sports dollar, what is our hook?

			From the minute you arrive—I mean, when your car door actually opens and you approach our stadium—we are dedicated to your entertainment. Dead time? Dirty words. We want you engaged, smiling, and laughing—with your head practically on a swivel, not knowing where to turn next—and that includes after the game, when all the players gather in front of the stadium to sign autographs, take pictures, and dance with the fans.

			We have some of the world’s greatest baseball entertainers—a player who pitches and hits on stilts; a player who comes to the plate with his bat on fire; a player who delivers pitches behind his back, between his legs, or after a somersault; a player who hits while blindfolded, plus the fastest man in baseball—and all of them are constantly singing, dancing, doing backflips, or maybe even running into the stands to give you a high five.

			In just our first year of the Banana Ball World Tour, we have been joined on the field by so many former major-league all-stars who have played for the Bananas. Guys like Bill Lee, who has probably played more baseball in more leagues than anybody in the history of the planet. He found his home—and some of his greatest success—at seventy-five years young, with the Bananas. Guys like Jake Peavy, Jonathan Papelbon, Eric Byrnes, Josh Reddick, and Jonny Gomes—iconic major leaguers, award winners, and now some of our most devoted ambassadors, after they experienced the joy of playing Banana Ball.

			In many MLB circles, the Bananas have gone from a faraway curiosity to a front-burner issue. Behind closed doors in the executive suites, they’re wondering: What’s their secret? I know they’re thinking this because more and more they are actually calling and asking this. It’s still surreal to talk to these huge brands and give them insight and advice.

			But it’s really not a secret at all. It’s Fans First. Entertain Always.

			I grew up in the Boston area. My dad used to take me to Red Sox games at Fenway Park. When I was five, I was a batboy and had my picture taken with some Red Sox players. When I was twenty, I pitched at Fenway as part of a college summer-league all-star team.

			When I was a kid, I dreamed of getting drafted by the Red Sox. I visualized the phone call from the Red Sox and my celebration after getting the news. For the last few years, my dream has evolved to having the Bananas play at a sold-out Fenway Park.

			Well, that dream could become reality.

			The Red Sox were one of the MLB teams that noted how the Bananas were attracting a new generation of baseball fans. So in September 2022, they brought us to Fenway and asked lots of questions about our approach and execution.

			As I walked up Fenway’s ramp and stared out at the Green Monster, it was a whole different view from those I’d had when I made that walk as a kid. I wasn’t trying to be romantic about it, but I just looked around and took it all in. My dad was also there, and he looked around with a puzzled expression, almost like, What is happening here? I couldn’t walk two feet without somebody stopping me to say hello or ask me to pose for a picture.

			I visualized thirty-five thousand fans at Fenway—all of them wearing banana costumes. The whole ballpark looked so much smaller to me, so everything seemed more doable, more attainable. It felt like, Yeah, we can do this. We talked with the Red Sox staff about the parade we would stage outside the ballpark—our marching band; players firing off Roman candles, dancing in the streets. You soon realize that the Bananas are about so much more than a baseball game.

			As one of the Red Sox officials said, “This will be like an actual circus coming to our ballpark.”

			Yeah.

			Of course. What else would you expect?

			I don’t believe we’ve even scratched the surface yet with the Savannah Bananas. We’re barely in the first inning. But to already have that kind of acceptance from MLB—and to know that there are cities all over America and the world that desperately want to host our games—it pretty much blows my mind.

			I could say that where the Bananas are now is a total reflection of our vision and plans for what we wanted the Bananas to become. But I think it’s more indicative of the people who showed up and spoke out, letting everyone know they crave a fan experience that makes them feel like a kid again.

			It’s one heck of a story already, and I’m ready to give you a peek behind the curtain, where we can experience all the exhilaration and some of the heartbreak that got us here. That’s right . . . heartbreak. We have been perceived as failures and criticized pretty harshly. We have faced challenges and overcome adversity. But even through all of that, we never stopped believing in what the Bananas could be.

			Our story isn’t perfect, but I think we’re headed in the right direction. As you see how we’ve grown, you’ll get a flavor for what makes us tick. You’ll get a heaping helping of all-out craziness, and you’ll sense the long-term satisfaction that comes only when a bunch of good people are dedicated to a cause they believe in. I’ll say it again: We’ve only just begun.

			Banana Ball!

			Are you ready for this?

			Start the clock!

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Beginning

			This is a love story, and it starts in the comfortable three-bedroom Massachusetts home I shared with my father. I was a rail-thin nine-year-old boy and, late every afternoon, my ball cap on straight and a baseball held firmly in hand, I stared at the doorknob of the front door. I waited anxiously for it to turn, signaling Dad’s return home from work.

			My first love was playing baseball with my dad. It didn’t matter how I was doing in school, whether my friends were around, or how boring my day had been. He was there for me every single day. I could count on my dad . . . and I could count on baseball.

			I still can.

			In 2015, my wife and I started a college summer-league team. We sold out every game from the beginning. We won championships. For many people, that would have been enough.

			Somewhere along the way, baseball had become so painful to watch that even the announcers seemed exhausted from its plodding pace. Why not, Emily and I felt, try something different? We wanted to jazz up the game and put fans on the edge of their seats—and make them smile.

			Our baseball team, we quickly learned, seemed like a grassroots movement, and it was also our wake-up call. Slumbering baseball fans craved change to the game—at least the fans who still cared—and the Bananas somehow struck a nerve.

			Now we’re an elite pro team. We’re touring the country and, one day, the world. We have our own Banana Ball rules, where we get rid of the game’s laborious moments and give fans more of what they really want—fast-paced excitement and things they never imagined seeing on a baseball field. We think more and more talented players will want to go bananas because our game gives them a chance to show off their personalities while also creating the kind of fun they enjoyed as kids.

			My younger self couldn’t have imagined the life I have with the Bananas. I mean, I thought I loved the game. But maybe what I really loved were memories of a carefree time, when the stadium lights flickered on, spikes clickety-clacked on the sidewalk, and the freshly mowed grass was the sweetest smell. Baseball fans still live for that sound the ball makes when it pops into a glove, for the sound of the crowd. When I was a kid, the game made me feel so alive.

			But long before I owned seven yellow tuxedos, long before reporters from the Wall Street Journal and the New York Times shared features on our outrageous entertainment business, long before ESPN produced a five-part documentary on how our baseball revolution came about, I stared at that doorknob. And I waited.
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			When I was a kid, playing baseball was the only time when everything seemed normal. Some people these days say the Bananas are out to save baseball for the next generation. Maybe that’s true. But I know this for sure: baseball saved my childhood.

			When I was eight years old in my hometown of Scituate, Massachusetts, my dad brought me into the living room and told me he and my mom were getting a divorce. I didn’t understand why people got divorced. Nobody I knew talked about divorce. None of my friends’ parents were divorced. In my mind, parents always stayed together, no matter what.

			When my dad broke the news, I kept thinking it was my fault. I was not the easiest kid to raise. Years later, my dad told me I was very “opinionated.” Maybe I blamed myself for my parents’ splitting. I just knew I didn’t want to hear about a divorce.

			“Dad, what do I need to do?” I said while sitting on the couch. “I don’t want this. Just tell me.”

			“Jesse, it’s just not that easy,” my dad said solemnly. “You’ll understand this better when you get older. We both want what’s best for you.”

			With tears in my eyes, I kept saying, “I’ll be better. I’ll try. I’ll listen. I’ll do what you guys say. Please stay together. Please. I’ll be better. I promise! Please!”

			It wasn’t that simple, my dad kept telling me. There were things I couldn’t grasp about the demons my mother was battling. I didn’t understand about addictions and how they could rip apart a family. I was just a kid who wanted his parents to stay together. I didn’t want my life to change in such a scary kind of way.

			I didn’t want scary; I wanted simple.

			When I stared at that doorknob every day, I was minutes away from escaping all my worries. Somebody once wrote that the seams of a baseball formed a lifeline for me and my dad. That is so true. I was all dressed up with somewhere to go. I couldn’t wait for my dad to come home from work so I could come back to life.

			When the doorknob turned and my dad burst into the house, it didn’t matter if he was tired from his job. It didn’t matter what he had to do that night. We were headed to the ball field. I felt so happy and free.

			Sometimes, a boy rebels against his dad, or the relationship becomes a battle of wills between two stubborn guys. I feel sad when I hear about guys who don’t have positive relationships with their fathers or whose relationships grow strained over time. I never had that experience.

			Even today, when I get beautiful personal messages from people about the Bananas and how our show affected them, my first thought is usually, I have to send these to my dad. He would love this. And he’s always like, “Man, this means so much. I never would’ve imagined this.” I know he’s proud. That still means everything to me.

			I know my dad is proud of the Savannah Bananas, too.

			In a way, that’s funny. My dad was always big on playing baseball “the right way.” And the Bananas break so many of those “rules” that are gospel to baseball purists. Some people won’t take anyone or anything seriously unless they’re buttoned-up and professional. Well, I have a different perspective about that. I don’t believe anybody comes home and says, “Honey, I met the most professional person today. She was just so professional.” I don’t think we get excited about being professional.

			I think we get excited about memorable, unique, fun, and different. If people want to have fun, they must take chances. So we challenge people to embrace the fun. Some people say that’s not for them. Well, why not? Give it a try. Loosen that tie. Have some fun. See if it brings more purpose and enjoyment.

			Unfortunately, I didn’t try to have fun, or make fun, in high school ball or college ball. I took it seriously, and I have regrets about that. I wouldn’t trade my baseball-playing days, but I think my approach gradually changed. Now, with the Bananas, life has been beyond anything I could have ever imagined.

			One thing has continued, though.

			When I was at Wofford College and later, while running the teams in Gastonia, North Carolina, or Savannah, I’d usually work out on the field with my dad. We’d get the music blasting in the stadium. We would do some long throws and some soft toss. We’d either go to the cages or we might hit on the field; then we’d take ground balls.

			These days, we don’t do it all the time. My dad is now in his seventies. I’m pushing forty, and I’ve usually got a million things going on with the Bananas. I’m super focused because there are so many details to account for in Bananas games.

			But when my dad and I are together at a game, we like to have our own fun. If it’s just the two of us on the field, we hit and play catch.

			There’s a reason why so many men were blindsided by the film Field of Dreams when it first came out. They first tried to hold back the tears, then realized there was no shame in showing their emotions. The baseball movie ended up being a love story that ended with a father playing catch with his son.

			There’s no question that my dad had a major influence on all of my baseball experiences. But beyond that, whatever good qualities I have are because I watched the way he lived his life.

			The best example was in 2013, when we learned my dad had two forms of cancer. There was non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma outside of his liver, a tumor that was spreading quickly. The doctors found colon cancer as well, so they decided to treat the cancers aggressively.

			He was at Beth Israel hospital in Boston, and I was down in Gastonia. He insisted I stay and told me, “Jesse, just do your thing. I’m going to be fine.”

			I called my dad every single day. I would say, “Dad, how are you doing?”

			And he always said, “Yes, I’m great, I’m great,” even when he was actually in the middle of chemo and going through unbelievable pain.

			About six months into his treatment, I remember calling and asking, “Dad, how are you?”

			And he just said, “I’m good.” He didn’t say great. He said good.

			I found out he had thrown up the whole night and had been extremely sick. All I could think was, He said good, not great.

			Well, the next day, I called and he told me, “I’m great.” Every single day after that, he said great. Every single day.

			A few months later, when he was in complete remission and the cancer had been defeated, the nurses told me my dad had been the most positive patient they had ever had in the hospital, even though he had gone through more pain, more challenges, and more adversity than just about anybody.

			So when people ask me what’s the best advice I ever got, I always say it wasn’t advice. It was watching my dad every single day, how he dealt with these severe challenges and adversity, and how he coped with his fight against cancer.

			Do I have my share of challenges like anybody else? Of course. But after watching what my dad went through and seeing how he handled that, how can I not take on a positive outlook on everything I do?

			Yes, if you can’t tell already, I’m extremely excited about what we’ve built with the Bananas and how people all over the world have climbed aboard. Who knows how big Banana Ball can get? Yes, I’m the guy in the yellow tux and top hat, the guy who can’t do enough crazy stuff, the guy trying to bring more fun into baseball. I’m loud and outrageous, some might even say a little “out there.”

			But you know what? My greatest joy has been that I have gotten to share all of these experiences with my dad.

			I’m still that kid who’s staring at the doorknob.

			I still want to make my dad proud.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Scituate, Massachusetts

			I grew up in Scituate, Massachusetts, a classic American small town filled with summer cottages, picturesque views, and friendly people. We were on the South Shore, about an hour out of Boston, an hour from Cape Cod, and probably one mile to the Atlantic Ocean. You might call me a beach bum. We went quite often.

			Our house was a really comfortable place. It had a pool in the back and about an acre of land for me to play on—and that’s a good thing for an only child with a vivid imagination.

			Even when I was a kid, though, there were days when I knew things weren’t quite right.

			From the earliest times I can remember, my mother would sleep in, sometimes all the way until noon. It went on up until when my parents got divorced. My dad would leave a bowl of cereal and a half cup of milk inside the fridge for me, and that was my breakfast. My mother didn’t do it because she was sleeping.

			Most days, my dad would go to work, my mother would sleep, and I would be all alone. We had this upside-down house, and the kitchen was on the top floor. One time after my dad had left in the morning, when I was probably about three years old, I decided to play in the kitchen sink. I got on a stool and climbed into the sink with all my toys. Then I guess I got bored with that, so I went in the other room to watch TV, but I left the water running full blast.

			For about an hour, water poured down the lower cabinets and onto the floors. I had no idea that our house was flooding. Eventually, it started seeping through the ceiling to the first floor. All of a sudden, my mother woke up because the fire alarms and smoke detectors were going off. She called my dad in a panic. My dad told her to get out of the house.

			There was three feet of water when the fire trucks finally arrived. My dad came all the way home from work to discover there had never been a fire but that our house was flooded. He was frustrated to say the least.

			My dad was the only one making money. He had a big job at Bradlees, where he was the regional manager for that chain of discount department stores in the Northeast. My mother, I guess, was in her own world.

			Here’s the thing: my mother was and is a really good person. She was loving when she was there and when she was awake. I’m told there were times when she loved cuddling with me or reading me books. I just don’t remember much of that because I was so young.

			I was responsible as a child. I washed the floors and did the laundry when I was eight years old. I wasn’t sure what my mother was actually going through. I’d say it was a strange time frame for me, but it was all I knew.

			My dad was a constant and comforting presence in my life. For me, he was it. He was everything.

			He obviously had a vision, and he could see two outcomes for me. Either I would be with my mother or I would be with him. I have love for my mother, but we don’t talk very much, and she’s still struggling with challenges. Had she raised me, I would have led a completely different life, with a completely different outcome.

			My dad fought hard and invested heavily in doing whatever was necessary to make sure I was with him. That wasn’t for selfish reasons. Actually, it was selfless. My parents shared custody, but my dad was the one who raised me, even though raising a child as a single parent was difficult. He did what was best for his son, juggling his own life and career.

			There were a few years when it was just my dad and me. He was always scrambling to make sure I had some form of after-school care. At one point there were different sitters. Then, there was an after-school program that I didn’t like at all. Sometimes I would go to a friend’s house and their mother would help with homework and occasional meals. It was a constant struggle to get the right people in place. By the time I reached fourth grade or so, every day was a challenge. For a while, it seemed like my head was spinning because I never knew where I’d spend the time after school.

			Things got a lot easier when my dad began a relationship. It was great for him, and a few years later, my dad was fortunate enough to remarry. We all love Diane. She has been great for my dad. I also got a stepbrother out of the deal—Diane’s son, Andrew—so my teenage years didn’t feel so lonely. We were both about fourteen when they got married. It was a perfect match—two rambunctious boys, the same age—and we had a lot of laughs.

			I was excited when my dad and Diane told us they were getting married. I felt like we had a complete family. When they married on Clearwater Beach in 1999, it was just them, Andrew and me, Diane’s mother, and the justice of the peace. That’s when our lives grew more stable.

			It was probably a bigger adjustment for Andrew, because he and Diane moved into our house in Scituate, but it didn’t take him long to warm up to it because he had been hanging out there before.

			It was vastly different from the time immediately following my parents’ divorce. There had been a lot of loneliness. I really had friends only through baseball. I don’t remember a lot of kids hanging around my house or having that crazy pack of kids you see roaming around some neighborhoods.

			Summers had been tough. My dad would come home from work and say, “Jesse, what did you do today?”

			And I would say, “Well, I rode my bike to Alex’s house.” He was happy to hear that. But the truth was, I actually never rode my bike to Alex’s house. I just didn’t want to tell him that I had spent the day alone. I wasn’t an antisocial person. There just weren’t any other kids around. I felt lost.

			Things changed with my new brother, and with baseball. When I got to high school, I always had a good base of friends. And obviously, with what has happened in my life with the Bananas and our business, I now constantly interact with people. But I remember what it’s like to be lonely.

			That’s why it was so important to make my dad proud. When I got good grades or my dad got a nice report from teachers, he would put a stack of baseball cards on my desk with a note that said something like, “Good job! Just keep up the good work.”

			When I was ten or eleven, when I started hitting home runs over the fence, my dad offered me money for that. Those were cool moments. I always knew he was watching me.

			My dad’s name is Kerry Cole. He was born in New York, and then his family moved around. When my dad was nine, they settled in Old Saybrook, Connecticut, which is right on the mouth of the Connecticut River and Long Island Sound. His father—my grandfather—had worked for Woolworth Co., but he opened his own five-and-dime when they got to Old Saybrook.

			My dad always told me that I’m a lot like my grandfather: fearless and absolutely not afraid to take chances. I regret not having known my grandfather, because he died in 1984, the year I was born. There are a few pictures of my grandfather holding me when I was a baby, but that’s about it.

			My dad was probably the best athlete in his town. While he was winning multiple awards, my grandfather was being recruited by several retail chains. He finally gave in, sold the five-and-dime, and went to work for Bradlees. But he didn’t want to disrupt my dad’s three-sport athletic career at Old Saybrook, so he commuted from Connecticut to Boston, which was two hours, fifteen minutes one way. My grandfather didn’t want to make my dad move, because it would’ve disrupted his senior year. Instead, my grandfather made the sacrifice to spend hours in the car on a regular basis for the sake of his son. With that as an example, it’s not hard to realize why my dad had the instinct to sacrifice so much for me and why I would one day make some of the same parental choices.

			My dad went to a junior college but then decided to begin his career in retail and eventually landed at Bradlees, too. Maybe I had the fearlessness of my grandfather, but I definitely inherited a fierce work ethic from my dad. My dad set a great example. He lives up to his responsibilities, deals with adversity, and doesn’t make excuses. I try to emulate all those characteristics.

			It wasn’t perfect for him. My dad was surrounded by a lot of smart people in a very competitive business. Hard work was his path to success. He also treated people right. He was fair but firm and the kind of guy who was deeply respected. I looked up to my dad and loved spending time with him.

			And as you might imagine, we started with baseball pretty early. My dad had these little white balls—we called them “rag balls”—that were made from newspaper pages rolled up in tape. That made them softer than baseballs, so when we played inside the house, we used them to prevent us from breaking things. Well, of course, we got carried away. Once I started swinging the bat, we lost a few lamps to the baseball cause.

			My dad was big on positive reinforcement. I always remember him being accessible and encouraging. That was so important during my early stages of baseball. Whatever else I did—whether it was music, soccer, basketball, or track—he was the same way. But he also expected my maximum effort, so I worked my butt off, trying to be the best I could be.

			Some kids have dads who work all the time. They grow up and feel like they never fully experience their father. I was so lucky to have the childhood I did. My dad and I had such fun together. I could always be myself and show him my sense of humor. We laughed a lot together.

			I’ve seen dads who force their kids into sports and live vicariously through their games. They push for scholarships—or maybe even making the majors—before their kids are physically mature. That can drive the fun right out of the game. My dad was very laid-back. It was my idea to do baseball workouts. He went along with it immediately, but I took the lead—my dad didn’t push me. He never needed to do that. For my part, I was extremely determined to work on my skills and become a better baseball player.

			At age ten, I started hitting home runs over the fence. No other ten-year-old in Scituate was doing that. I played on our state’s best Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) team and began thinking that potentially I could become one of the better players in Massachusetts.

			Our AAU team had thirteen guys who ultimately played Division I baseball—a ridiculous number. We traveled all over the place and played against several guys who wound up in the major leagues, such as Zack Greinke and Scott Kazmir.

			Another huge turning point for me was this place called the South Shore Baseball Club, where you could practice baseball indoors. A complete club rat, I was there all the time. The organization was an important part of my development, and eventually my dad left his retail career and purchased part of the baseball club when I was twelve. He became a partner to Frank Niles, one of the best baseball people I have ever known. That gave me access to everything I needed.

			It might sound like I became one of those kids who had baseball drilled into them. Not really. Everything was about fun.

			Our AAU team marched in from left field like army soldiers, which looked ridiculous, but we loved it. I remember my dad getting a big old boom box, and we played music during practice. That might not seem like a big deal, but those are the things I remember, even more than the games where I hit three home runs or pitched a no-hitter. Those were nice, but I mostly remember the fun.

			Maybe that explains why the Savannah Bananas work so well.

			Even back then, I liked the fun.

			When I was away playing for Wofford College in South Carolina, my dad and I stayed in close contact. He’s still the first person I call if I’m stuck on a big decision or need advice. He has been a voice of reason with the Bananas, and I love to bounce things off him, whether it’s what’s going on with the business, our staff, or anything really.

			Back when I played catch with my dad in the backyard, or played Little League ball, or became a teenage prospect, or received a college scholarship, I figured it was all part of how I’d have a chance to achieve my biggest dream. Maybe I’d wind up in the major leagues. I’d visualize getting drafted—actually breathlessly rehearsing the big moment, to tell the truth—and playing at Fenway Park for my favorite team, the Boston Red Sox.

			That was every kid’s dream, right? It was something I constantly imagined.

			My childhood years had a dominant theme: baseball was my life.

			And baseball was a huge part of my bond with my father. But amid all of those dreams I had for so many years, I never imagined the kind of life where we could work together on finding a new way to play the game that we both loved.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Love of the Game

			When someone lives in a place like Scituate, Massachusetts, and wants to become a big-time baseball player, there are some realities that they’ve got to face eventually. The sandbox you’re playing in is different from those that kids have in Florida or Texas or California. It just is.

			I was considered one of the best players in Massachusetts, probably one of the top five pitchers in the state. Did I want to get drafted and play professional baseball? Heck yeah! But as players get older, they start to realize the quality of players from around the country, especially where there’s warmer weather and year-round play. The competition is intense, almost cutthroat at times. Getting to the top requires talent, of course, but ballplayers also need the right timing, good health, and some luck as well.

			Yes, the guy who can now be seen in the yellow tux and top hat, the guy who dances on top of the dugout, the one who constantly wants to push baseball out of its comfort zone, was once a hard-bitten ballplayer himself.

			Had I not gotten hurt, maybe I would’ve gotten a shot to pitch in somebody’s organization. But I know that would have been a hard, hard road. The odds of making it would have been very slim. But I never had that chance. The torn-labrum injury I suffered in college that ended my life as a baseball player set me on the path to where I am today, with the Savannah Bananas. I believe things happen for a reason.

			I am living my purpose, and I’m totally excited about what the Bananas can do for the future of baseball. I have very few regrets.

			But me playing baseball? Oh my gosh, I miss it in the worst way. To do something that you love so much, to have the camaraderie with teammates and the ability to win big games—it really was the highlight of my young life.

			I was like any sports-loving kid in the 1990s. I had my heroes. In basketball, it was Larry Bird. In hockey, there was obviously Wayne Gretzky. In baseball, it was hard to miss Ken Griffey Jr. There were numerous times where I turned my cap backward, like Griffey, and competed in a Wiffle ball home run derby with my friends.

			I loved the guys who did things differently. The flair and excitement got me going. I liked to mimic unique batting stances and pitching windups. I got down in that scrunched-up Phil Plantier batting stance. I copied Nomar Garciaparra, one of my Red Sox favorites. I stepped out of the box and shifted around my batting gloves like Nomar did. I envisioned being part of the Red Sox pitching rotation. I pretended I was Hideo Nomo, when he was with the Dodgers, and lifted my arms up high and mimicked his distinctive windup. I actually did it a few times in games with a two-strike count. I’d

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	


OEBPS/images/Penguin_Logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/DuttonDLogoCR.jpg
i

DUTTON








OEBPS/images/9780593473436_cover.jpg
THE UNBELIEVABLY TRUE STORY OF
THE SAVANNAH BANANAS






OEBPS/images/page_15.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593473436_title_page.jpg
The Unbelievably True Story

of the Savannah Bananas

JENSE COLE

with Don Yaeger

[]

DUTTON





