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“People who know baseball are not better than everyone else, but everyone else would be better if they knew baseball.”


—  Baseballism



This book started as a work of non-fiction. It was originally to be an account of my experience while going to see a game in each of the  30 Major League Baseball parks. 

I did keep score at all of the games and kept an account of the many conversations and experiences on the road and at each of the stadiums, and most of those have made their way into this narrative. 

However, it was difficult to fact check many of the fantastic stories people around the country told me about their teams, players and ballparks, so I opted to fictionalize it. 

Around the same time, it dawned upon me that in 2024, Oakland Athletics fans were facing a fate similar to that of the Joad family in John Steinbeck’s novel, The Grapes of Wrath: losing their home (park and team) and being forced to go elsewhere to find one. And so, the book also became an homage to the novel and some of its characters. That allowed me to create a narrative structure as well as create a family and a home in which to situate my narrator. 

And so my non-fiction tale became a work of fiction (but with plenty of facts) — a faction, if you will.

I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it. Play ball!
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Forever

“Something is happening here, but you don’t know what it is, do you, Mr. Jones.”

— Bob Dylan

“What’s your name, kid,” asked the sinewy, older, Black man with a kind smile, wearing a green and gold baseball jersey while wielding a clipboard and an eraser-less pencil from the local public golf course. 

“TJ Casy, sir,” I replied enthusiastically.

“Gonna need your full name because I have to write it down for the league. Rules, you know,” said the man, whom I assumed was to coach the team. 

“Thomas J, sir,” I added.

“So it’s T, H, O, M, A, S,” he mouthed as he wrote the letters. “Then J, A, Y?”  

“No sir, just J,” I answered.

“So J, period,” he said.

“No, sir,” I cut in. “Just the letter J. No period.”

“Well, now, the J must stand for something, in which case we’re supposed to put a period after it,” the coach gently tried to explain to me.

“No, sir, it’s just J because it doesn’t stand for anything,” I explained. “I’m just Thomas J Casy.”

“You can’t be just J and the J doesn’t stand for anything,” he argued.

“Well, sir, you see, my mom and dad are originally from Independence, Missouri – where President Truman was born and raised,” I explained. “And apparently, his folks named him Harry S Truman, and the S didn’t stand for anything either, and as they explained it to me, they figured that that might catch on and so gave me a name with just a letter. No period. Like him. You see?”  

“Well I’ll be struck out looking,” Coach smiled and continued with the spelling lesson. “So why don’t you just go ahead and spell that last name of yours for me now, so I can get THAT right for the league office?”  

“Yes, sir,” I replied. “C,A,S,Y.”

“How old?” he asked next.

“Twelve,” I said. Then added, “In two weeks.”

After a sideways glance and a quick look up and down my 5 foot 6 inch, 120 pound frame, he asked, “Birthday?”

“April 13, 1957.”

“Yep, in two weeks,” he confirmed.

“And what position do you think you can play?” he resumed.

“Third base, sir,” I volunteered enthusiastically.

“Son, that’s the hot corner,” he cautioned me. “And as far as I recall, you never played little league with the rest of these boys who’ve been playing ball since they were 7 or 8, so I can’t just put you down there, son. It’s dangerous.”

“Well, if it’s all the same to you, sir, I’d like to try,” I argued.

“Why are you so set on third base?”

“Because, Coach, that’s where Sal plays,” I said.

“Sal?”

“Yeah, you know? Sal Bando. Of the Athletics, sir,” I informed him. “He’s my favorite player.”

“Yes, of course, I know who Sal Bando is,” he quipped. “The man played every single game last year and batted .251 with 9 homers and 67 RBI.”

“You follow the Athletics, sir?” I asked, most impressed by his statistical recall, which I would later go home and verify against the back of Bando’s newly released 1969 Topps baseball card, which I had traded for just last week with my classmate Charlie—a Pirates  fan—who wanted my Maury Wills card from 1966, the year before the Dodgers traded him to Pittsburgh.

“Let’s just say I am giving the team a chance,” Coach said.

“You know they’ve been the worst team in baseball for about the last decade?” he asked and seemed to wait for a response.

He was right, of course. During their 12-year-stay in Kansas City after moving from Philadelphia, where they had played since 1901, the A’s never had a winning season and had lost at least 100 games in two of the last four years—and it probably would have been three of four if not for a rain out in last year.

But, they had finished a respectable 82-80 and sixth overall in the AL during their debut season in Oakland, led by new manager Bob Holland and a young, Cuban all-star shortstop named Bert “Campy” Campaneris, who put up a 6.6 WAR season while batting .276 and swiping 62 bags, and I was a believer.

“My Grampa J. says,” I spoke up.

“Wait,” he interrupted. “You got a grandfather named just J like you?”

“No, of course not, Coach,” I laughed. “That’s just what everybody calls him because he doesn’t really like his full name.

“Anyway,” I finished, “for years now, my Grampa has been saying, ‘If there’s a thing I ain’t never had enough of, it’s baseball.  And when it finally comes to Oakland, I’m gonna get me a whole bunch of tickets to games and sit in a seat up high behind home plate and let the sounds and smells of the ballpark wash over me.’ Yep, that’s what he always said, and now it’s here.”

“Well, their owner – this charlatan who owns them—Charlie O. Finley — Hey,” Coach hesitated, and I could almost see a cartoonish light bulb circling his head. “I wonder if Finley’s folks were Truman fans, the way your folks are?” he caught himself and smiled. “Maybe the O in that guy’s name doesn’t stand for anything either?”

“Oscar,” I said matter of factly, taking the wind out of his sails.

“Oh, of course,” Coach conceded. “All the same, I’m giving them a chance.

“But I’m not buying yet, son,” he continued. “After all, this guy Finley sounds like a used car salesman. Why, he has an elephant as the team’s mascot and back in KC he actually had a real live mule in the bullpen for relievers to ride in on. And they say he tried to move the team from Kansas City to about a dozen or so different cities before settling here in ‘68 and apparently broke a lot of promises and pissed a bunch of folks off when he up and moved them, so we’ll just see how long he lasts here in Oakland.”

“Oh, my Ma says the A’s are here to stay,” I blurted confidently. “And she says we need to do everything we can to support them. Why just the other day, my dad read to me in the paper that some politician back where the A’s came from in Missouri—named Symington or something like that—called us ‘the luckiest city since Hiroshima’ to get Finley as an owner. Now ain’t that something, eh, Coach?” I argued, raising both my arms while simultaneously fumbling my glove.

“Is that so?” Coach shook his head and smiled widely, revealing a missing tooth. “But if it’s all the same to you, TJ, I’m going to reserve judgment for another year or two to see if they are really committed to staying here and making us their home and more importantly committed to putting a winning team on the field.”

“Coach, I’m telling you,” I stepped forward and craned my neck to look him in the eye. “Just as sure as I am this junior high school team’s third baseman, the Athletics are going to bring a World Series championship here to Oakland. And they are here to stay. I’m telling you. Forever.”
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Stealing Signs

“I used to be disgusted. Now I try to be amused.”

— Elvis Costello

The weeds along the perimeter and coming up through the cracks that continue to expand in the black, asphalt parking lot surrounding the stadium seem to double by the day.  Not enough people come to the ballpark to stamp them down – either to park and tailgate or even just walk through the parking lot from the adjacent, elevated bridge that brings foot traffic from the Coliseum Station Bart Station exit.

And so the grass grows.

But at least it’s a sign of life.  Everywhere else in and around the facility seems resigned to a lifeless, moribund withdrawal and final farewell.

Never one of the league’s Better Homes finalists having failed to ever improve upon the unfinished concrete and exposed rebar exterior it opened with in 1966, the current state of disrepair almost blights an already dismal neighborhood.

A former Athletics’ player Eric Byrnes infamously once compared it to “a toilet bowl.” 

After all, it is round and nearly entirely enclosed after Raiders owner Al Davis took away the magnificent views of the Oakland Hills in right field by erecting three stories of suites and seating we call “Mt. Davis” in 1996. And the playing field rests 21 feet below sea level atop land with  an already high water table, often leading to flooding.

The teens portended the beginning of the end when in 2013 the home clubhouse filled with sewage and in 2016 when the visiting dugout had to be evacuated after a toilet backed up. And we won’t even talk about the restroom facilities that the fans have to use.

As our announcer Bill King used to say, “Holy Toledo!”

Of course, a number of other stadiums built around the same time (think Kauffman and Dodger Stadiums) also utilize this recessed concept, but those and others (even the very oldest in Chicago and Boston) provide a much warmer welcome: 

No barbed wire fences to greet you or removed and abandoned sections of seats to make your way around en route to the gate, no unpainted, grey concrete walls bereft of colorful murals,  insignias and cool graphics, no exposed rebar, no miles of electrical wiring running above antiquated concession stands that bring foot traffic to a halt when more than four people are in a line because the concourses are so narrow, no advertising for teams that no longer play there, no broken stairs, no stairs that lead to nowhere as we have behind a retired swinging gate in left field, no delays due to malfunctioning stadium lights, no rusty chairs, no seats at the back of ceilinged sections in what can best be described as caves, no pee troughs, no water-stained ceilings and walls in offices and concourses, no cyclone fences between players and fans in the first row of the outfield bleachers, no enormous black tarps covering entire sections of seats, no dozens of feral cats wandering the ballpark, no opossums in the press box, no dugouts unprotected from foul balls, no pitcher bullpens on the field itself and no unfinished scoreboards.

Combine that setting with the team’s miserable performance over the last decade and you are left with despair, which is only exacerbated by the fact that our owner, John Fisher, has been actively looking to move the team while continuing to deprecate the community’s support  as well as the stadium and his own team, claiming “nobody” could win here.

But as I used to counsel my students: If you continually say that you can’t do something, it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Of course, the A’s won’t be the first team to change hometowns. The first was the Boston Braves who fled to Milwaukee in 1952. 

At the time, Dodgers president Walter O’Malley reportedly told the Associated Press, “This can set up a chain reaction. You’ll see more territory drafted than you can shake a stick at.”

That initial move was followed in 1954 by the St. Louis Browns taking their show to Baltimore and the Philadelphia Athletics moving to Kansas City a year later. Four years after that, O’Malley himself took his Brooklyn Dodgers to Los Angeles. Then the New York Giants followed, going to San Francisco.  

In 1971 the Washington Senators became the Texas Rangers, and 34 years later the Montreal Expos brought baseball back to Washington, D.C., as the Nationals.   

The sense of betrayal and loss that each of those communities felt has been well-documented.

When the Dodgers left Brooklyn, Dodgers Hall of Fame radio announcer Red Barber  reportedly said, “If the words on the Statue of Liberty meant anything at all, they applied to Brooklyn in the old days. You had blacks, Jews, Italians, Irish, Polish and others working hard to make a living, and they all cared passionately about their ball club...I’ve never seen a community that was so attached to a team or grieved so much when it left. And the grieving goes on today.”

On Sept. 23, 1971 when Washington announced its move to Texas, the New York Times wrote, “The way things are set up in this town – bad rent, bad concessions, no television market – hell, nobody could make it.” 

And when the Expos announced their move in Sept. 2004, Jonah Keri of Baseball Prospectus wrote, “Fandom, more often than not, is about the city in which the team plays. Your hometown team becomes part of your identity. When your team wins, your hometown walks a little taller – you walk a little taller. When your team loses, you’re not quite right – a piece of yourself has been knocked down a peg...Montreal didn’t let the Expos down – MLB did.”

But none of the cities to have previously lost a baseball team has had to live through the soap opera that Oakland has. The fans in each of those cities no doubt have their sagas of betrayal, but none were as acrimonious or as prolonged as long as the A’s threats to move. Yet, despite the disrepair of the ballpark and the disrespect of the owner, one could still find Oakland diehards — myself among them — holding out hope up until the very last minute when the departure and demise was made official, leaving only disappointment.   

In April of 2024 The Athletic’s Cody Stavenhagen quoted Bryan Johansen, whom he called an “Oakland lifer,” in a piece on the A’s decision to move to Las Vegas:  “It’s like a death in the family, and your own family member murdered the person. It’s horrible. There’s no words to describe it. There’s teams that have relocated before, and it hurts, and it’s painful. ... But this is the most long, drawn out relocation process in probably the history of sports. And the ugliest, too.”

After a pair of trips to the World Series in three consecutive seasons in the ‘70s and ‘80s, the A’s have had only 13 winning seasons in the last 30 years and lost more than 100 games in two of the last three. And as the longtime voice of the Dodgers, Vin Scully, once said, “Losing hurts more than winning feels good.”

If the recent manifestations of the A’s ever do make ESPN or MLB TV highlights these days, it is more likely in blooper reels or Brian Kelly’s “Unbaseball-y Plays” segments.

As such, most A’s fans have learned to follow Kurt Vonnegut’s counsel: “Laughter and tears are both responses to frustration and exhaustion. I myself prefer to laugh, since there is less cleaning up to do afterward.” 

I loved what Marcus Thompson wrote for The Athletic:

“Extract (the A’s) from our presence as the imitators they’ve proven to be. The A’s actively extinguished the adoration of a proven fan base and then blamed the absence for forcing them to leave. They had a fervent fan base – diverse and affluent and nostalgic – and actively, annually, undermined it.” 

This past year, Fisher put a team on the field with the lowest payroll in the majors, at a laughable $56.8 million with just two players under contract for the following year. To make it even worse, it seems as if ownership has tried to make the ballpark experience itself as bad as possible — driving a stake in the hearts of their most ardent fans.

And he wondered why people didn’t come to games?

OK, so maybe Oakland Alameda Coliseum is a toilet bowl. 

But just as Byrnes also told that reporter, “At least it’s our toilet bowl.” 

And as such, it’s special.

One of my favorite writers, Joe Posnanski, once said, “When you live around a working-class environment, you see what sports means to people. You see that it’s the escape over the weekend. You see how they build their lives around it. People sort of want to get away from their lives.”

That certainly captures my relationship with baseball. And that is Oakland and its relationship with the A’s. Maybe that’s why a small group of fans is traveling to see every A’s game on the road this last season  — but refusing to spend any money here. Or why an even larger contingent of fans is taking to social media, urging ownership to sell and other fans to boycott. 

Perhaps the worst part of this tragedy is that we can’t take solace in that one, true line upon which every baseball fan has always hung his hat:  “There’s always next year.” 

Because Oakland has no next year.
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[image: ]




Final Bell

“What is youth except a man or woman before it is ready or fit to be heard or seen.”

— Evelyn Waugh

The small person inside me always wanted to call bullshit on our McAlester High School administrators who liked to boast that they were the first in the country to eliminate the passing bell. 

And when the clocks mercifully struck three that long-awaited, last day of school, Friday, May 17, 2024, an electronic buzzer sounded instead of a bell. It might as well have been a tornado warning, an air raid siren or nails on a chalkboard – not that anyone here but me would remember that sound. 

But I took solace this time knowing that I would never ever have to hear it – much less follow its directive – again.

After 40 years in these high school classrooms, I was officially retired. As my 42 seventh period juniors in the room pushed their way out chaotically, unaware-as-ever that someone was holding the door open for them and wishing them a good day and an enjoyable summer, I was hoisting my backpack and gym bag and locking the door behind me for the very last time.

After unaffectedly making my way through the office, turning in my keys and sharing a high five with a few colleagues — including a fellow English teacher who reminded me to “keep in touch” – I headed out toward the parking lot as they plodded to an end of the year faculty meeting.  I found my beat-up, silver Toyota Matrix in the faculty parking lot and after tapping down one of the tattered corners of one of the various National Parks stickers adorning the back window, tossed my two school bags into my car.

Having started the car and changed the radio from NPR (my daily morning fix) to sports talk, I saw a tricked-out pickup truck full of McAlester students, whom I couldn’t make out, swerving through the parking lot traffic briefly. In doing so the driver appeared to intentionally clip the edge of a fairly good-sized turtle that was making its way across the hot pavement.

I immediately jogged over to pick up the animal, now on his back, shooting my best teacher look at the truck’s inhabitants.

Seeing nowhere to release the turtle safely, I took it back to my car and set it on the front passenger seat and headed home.

“Want to meet a nice family with a big yard?” I asked it, thinking about my much younger brother Joe and his wife and kids’ home in Napa Valley  – smiling as I recalled my brother’s countless, heartless denials every time his little ones asked if they could get a puppy over the years. 

“Every kid should have a turtle at least once in his or her life,” I convinced myself. “Joe did.”

Within minutes, the silhouette of the Berkeley high school that had been my home for the past four decades filled my rearview mirror, and I headed home — a short distance to the Temescal neighborhood in North Oakland.
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Pitch Clock

“You can’t be afraid of getting old. Old is good if you are gathering in life.”

— Bruce Springsteen

I spent the weekend, finalizing minute driving and camping details for my forthcoming trip, doing laundry, carefully packing my car and watching the resurgent Royals sweep my A’s in Kansas City. 

Tuesday morning, the weather was perfect, and I went for one last, long run in the neighborhood: past the myriad of early 20th century single family bungalows and the occasional newer apartment building built in response to the high demand for housing here, past Bushrod Park, where Rickey Henderson, Frank Robinson, Willie Stargell and Vida Pinson once played little league ball, past Oakland Tech High School, where the late Olympic gold medalist Florence Griffith Joyner once attended and competed,  afternoon, past some of my favorite bars and eateries along Telegraph and past so many of the beautiful, old magnolias that line the streets.

Tuesday afternoon, I carefully locked up my house, put the last of my things in the car, set the turtle on the front seat and headed to Ma’s for a family dinner and farewells. 

“28 min. (7.4 miles) via Martin Luther King Jr Way and 580E” read the text beneath the blue line on the Google Map app that filled my dashboard screen.

With Springsteen on Spotify to keep me company, I navigated the afternoon traffic and reached my parents’ neighborhood in the Dimond District in the southeast corner of the city. 

I had already totally put the school year behind me. I was always good at this – making the transition from 80-hour work weeks to summer vacation. Ironically, I was equally adept making the transition back to work. I’d deal with that big change (not transitioning back) when the time came. 

I decided, for now, to take solace that it was all behind me: 

Forty years of mind-numbing school board meetings, faculty meetings, curriculum meetings, IEPs and ineffective professional development sessions. Forty years of bad principals and policies chasing off good teachers, deans informing one student she can’t wear her hair a certain way while allowing the young man next to her to wear his marijuana shirt, observing admin tell pregnant female students they can’t attend school or graduate while the student-fathers face no consequences, principals and school board members emphasizing standardized test scores over real learning, cutting programs, increasing class sizes and emphasizing college prep curriculum over trade related classes such as wood shop and welding, campaigning for ill-devised bonds followed by misappropriating funds and officials limiting student creativity or speech.

Forty years of breaking up fights in the halls, writing referrals, running Saturday detention, foodless lunch hours supervising the schoolyard, lesson planning, grading nearly 200 essays every weekend, helping students the hour before and after school as well as the hundreds of letters of recommendation for college. 

Forty years of coaching two sports a year, running the school newspaper and supervising school plays and school dances at night and the SAT and ACT on Saturdays. 

Forty years of parent phone calls and meetings. 

Forty years of colleagues who fail to empathize with students, teachers who won’t meet students where they are at, who assume every student had enough to eat and slept in a safe place last night and who believe their class takes priority over any other class, program or activity even at the expense of allowing underprivileged youth to go on field trips to places they would probably never have the opportunity to visit.

Forty years of coaches who place winning above all else, who don’t make student-athlete health and safety a priority, who berate officials or their athletes in front of peers and fans during contests rather than use practice time to teach, who coach for the stipend and not the love the game and the kids, who don’t encourage or even allow their athletes to play other sports or who don’t share their kids with other programs, who curse when addressing athletes and who belittle, demean or dismiss parents or fellow staff members in front of their student-athletes.

Forty years of parents who have unrealistic expectations, who live vicariously through their children, who forget teachers have 40 students in a class and 200 contacts a day, who speak disrespectfully to teachers and who embarrass their children in front of classmates and faculty. 

Forty years of students asking for extensions because they were kicked out of the house or because mom or dad are in custody. Forty years of doctor’s notes indicating that a student is suicidal. Forty years of  memorials for kids who died too young.

And of course, forty years of colleagues confiding and collaborating to solve problems and do what’s best for the kids, gathering with colleagues at the bar on Fridays after games, congratulating co-workers on marriages, births and graduations, student thank you cards and hugs, opportunities to accompany students to award ceremonies, observing students help each other with homework or offer someone a ride home, big brothers or sisters coming to check in on a younger sibling, students showing me an A on a math test or a sticker from the Spanish teacher, students taking the time to ask me to come and watch them perform at a school play, a recital or a game (often because their parents never could),  students or athletes suddenly understanding how to do something, students succeeding despite the odds, students practicing random acts of kindness, and forty years of protecting student and teacher rights. 

Forty years of “Hey, how’s it going, Mr. Casy?” “Thank you, Mr. Casy!” “Mr. Casy, I really learned a lot in your class,” and “Thanks for a great season, Coach.”

Instead, all I could think of was that night’s A’s baseball game, spending the evening with Da and the adventure that awaited me beginning tomorrow.

I glanced down at my passenger, who had yet to come out of his shell in my presence, and I smiled.
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Give Me That Old Time Religion

“How many years can a mountain exist before it’s washed to the sea?”
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