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To my grandchildren, Hudson and Blaise Cooper.


Thank you for playing spin baseball with me.
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Chapter 1


Pregame Warm Up


Baseball is the hurrah game of the republic! That’s beautiful: the hurrah game! well—it’s our game: that’s the chief fact in connection with it: America’s game: has the snap, go, fling, of the American atmosphere—belongs as much to our institutions, fits into them as significantly, as our constitutions, laws: is just as important in the sum total of our historic life.


—Walt Whitman, poet, 18891


The baseball mania has run its course. It has no future as a professional endeavor.


—Cincinnati Gazette newspaper editorial, 1879


All baseball fans have a warm spot in their heart for Annie Savoy. In the film Bull Durham, Annie keeps score while watching the Durham Bulls minor league baseball team play in the Carolina League. She is willing to give everything for her hometown club. Annie is a coach (“He’s not bending his back on his follow through,” “You’re pulling your hips out too early.”), general manager (“Bad trades are part of baseball—now who can forget Frank Robinson for Milt Pappas, for God’s sake?”), therapist (“Physical exhaustion can be spiritually fabulous, what you need is a good game of catch.”), and theologian (“I’ve tried all the major religions and most of the minor ones. . . . The only church that truly feeds the soul, day in and day out, is the Church of Baseball.”).


Susan Sarandon embodies Annie Savoy in the movie. Wearing an off-the-shoulder sweatshirt draped down to her bicep, she uses her curves to warm up Crash Davis (Kevin Costner) and Nuke LaLoosh (Tim Robbins). Her payoff pitch: “These are the ground rules. I hook up with one guy a season. Usually takes me a couple weeks to pick the guy—kinda my own spring training.”


Minor league baseball resides in the small cities and towns of America. While each city is unique—some are thriving, others starving—the city of Durham, North Carolina, where I live, is as good a choice as any to watch minor league baseball in action. In the 2020 census, Durham was the seventy-fifth most populous city in the United States, but its ball team is certainly the most recognizable minor league club in America, thanks to Bull Durham. When the movie came out in 1988, the Durham Bulls were a Level-A minor league ball club. In 1995 a shiny new stadium opened, and three years later the Bulls franchise moved up to Level-AAA, on the doorstep of the major leagues. In 2016, Forbes magazine valued the club at $39 million. There is nothing minor about the minor leagues. Not in the towns and cities with a team.


The house that served as Annie’s home in the movie sits at 911 N. Mangum Street in downtown Durham. It was on sale for $1.15 million in 2021.2 It is over one hundred years old but is clearly lovingly maintained. The Queen Anne home is on the historic preservation registry of the city—not only did Annie inhabit it, but it once was owned by James S. Manning, who served as a justice on North Carolina’s Supreme Court and as the state’s attorney general in the early 1900s. As I stand on the street admiring the home, it seems like the perfect time to think back on how I got to this place and came to write this book.


HOW I GOT HERE


I grew up in the shadow of Yankee Stadium during the Bronx Bombers’ heyday of the late fifties and sixties. My friends and I would hang around the stadium gates and wait for people to give us tickets they couldn’t sell. Sometimes we’d miss an opening inning or two, but the price was right.
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A baseball ashram.


For the record, I didn’t play much hardball as a youth. In the Bronx, punchball, stickball, and softball were favored over hardball because our fields were concrete with lots of cracks. Hardballs bounced too unpredictably. Broken and sprained fingers put us on the injured list. Little League was for kids who lived in the suburbs, where there was a lot more grass. We organized our own sports (no adults allowed) by waiting for enough kids to show up to field two teams, then the two best players would draft their team using a “best-two-of-three, odds-evens finger match.” This went on every day, all day, until the sky grew too dark to see the ball. And the sport of choice was whatever professional leagues were in season.


My folks weren’t baseball fans; in fact, for them living so close to the stadium was a real pain. They would often ask, “Is there a game tonight?” not for the possibility of a pleasant evening at the stadium, but for planning where the heck my dad would need to park the car when he came home from work. My folks had a friend named Rudy who worked the stadium concession stands. Rudy was a retired owner of a dry cleaning business. I used to drop by to say hi to him. Working at a ballpark seemed cool, and I was cool because I knew someone who did.


I once managed to talk my father, Sam, into taking me to a World Series game at the stadium. He worked as the manager of a hotel in Harlem and had “connections.” It was 1962, I was eleven years old, and our seats were awful—last row in the left field stands. All I remember of the game was seeing Tom Tresh’s number 15 when he took the field in front of us.


That’s where my interest in baseball comes from.


When I left the Bronx for college, I majored in psychology and sociology, then received my doctorate in social psychology. Social psychologists study people’s thoughts, feelings, and behavior. They look for the roots of who we are and what we do. They look within the person, their family and friends, the places they live, their country, and their culture.


That’s where my interest in people and how they live comes from.


How’d my two interests come together? Well, they were always sorta entangled. Whenever I was asked to visit and speak at another university, I would agree on one condition: I’d come when the local baseball team was in town, and rather than a stuffy academic dinner, my hosts had to take me to a home game. For me, three hours at a ballpark is more of a vacation than three hours on a beach.


After retiring from my professorship at Duke University, within walking distance of the Bulls ballpark, the opportunity arose to work for the Bulls. This could bring my two loves together in a way I’d never thought before. What could be a better way to reflect on the American people and their culture than at a minor league ballpark? More than any other sport, minor league baseball draws the broadest array of Americans. Those fleeting moments spent talking baseball with the fan sitting next to you or with a ballpark employee provide too little time to discover the remarkable range of people who call themselves baseball fans. Let’s take just a few moments to find out more about who these people are, where they’re from, and why we share a love of this game. Maybe we’ll learn something about ourselves as well.


You can find plenty of books on minor league baseball. Some are written by ballplayers, others by sports writers, radio announcers, folks who work the clubhouse, and even owners. You won’t find another book like this one. You are holding the only book written from a social psychologist’s point of view about the game of baseball, a baseball team’s fans-in-the-stands, and the employees who work the concessions, sell tickets, and patrol the concourse and stands. I will relate to you not only my encounters with folks at the ballpark but also zoom out to look at the ballpark itself, the city of Durham, the Bulls’ history, and the minor leagues writ large. All of this will provide the context we didn’t know about that kid leaning over the outfield fence pleading with a relief pitcher in the bullpen to “Give me a ball!” I will also provide footnotes that contain books and websites to learn more about many of the topics I cover.


Finally, to understand how baseball fits into the lives of Americans, we need to go to the movies. Soon after I began writing this book, Major League Baseball (MLB) ran an online contest allowing fans to pick the best baseball movie ever. They “stole” an idea I had independently dreamed up. The movies MLB picked are very good, though some I would have left off, adding others. Anyway, I decided to change my approach by focusing only on films that largely featured the minor leagues, left-out professional leagues, or the little leagues, to fit more closely with the theme of this book. You will see a profile of one of these movies at the end of each of the twelve chapters. I will return to the movies at the end of the book and give my personal tournament results.
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MY TRYOUT


Along with the Bulls, Durham Baseball Athletic Park (DBAP) plays host to the Duke University home baseball games. I attended the second game of the season against Virginia Military Academy. It draws a crowd of 835 in a stadium that holds ten thousand. It’s hard to say what this means for a Duke team that aspires to be mediocre. I suspect that attendance number includes the players and the mascots; after all, the temperature is about fifty degrees at game time on February 18.


Walking the stadium concourse, I nearly bump into a woman with a big smile. She hands me a business card. She is hoofing the stadium in search of oddballs who love baseball enough to sit freezing in the stands while watching a college game, especially those who appear to be related to no one playing on the field.


“Interested in working at the ballpark?” she asks.3


“No, sorry,” I say, but I thank her for asking and take her business card anyway.


Somehow, I can’t throw the card out. It sits on my desk for ten days until I take the plunge. I email her. She tells me how to apply. Two weeks later I signal my interest on the Bulls’ website. Next morning, while on my morning walk, I get a call and do a phone interview. I answer a few questions:


“What jobs are you interested in?” Seating Bowl Host.


“Can you stand up for four hours?” Yep, but not on one foot.


“Ever been arrested?” Nope.


“Are you willing to take a drug test?” Yep.


Two days later I’m at the ballpark for a face-to-face interview. I get the job on the spot, as did every other warm-bodied interviewee; it’s a seller’s market.


Three other new employees and I sit at a table facing laptops and complete the job’s onboarding forms. Two of my tablemates are women who had applied for jobs as bartenders, a job paying over thirty dollars an hour. Those positions are filled; they take Concession Stand Attendant at twenty dollars, plus tips. That’s twice my pay for being a Seating Bowl Host. But I’ll be outside working in the stands. How much is fresh air and sunshine worth? Plus, I can watch the game. The fourth person at our table is a young man who stares at the laptop in front of him then thinks better of the whole thing. “I changed my mind,” he says, stands up, and walks out.


Next comes the drug test. That very afternoon, I go to the storefront lab for a seven-panel urine test. What are the seven drugs? Amphetamines, barbiturates, benzodiazepines, cocaine, marijuana, opiates, and phencyclidine (PCP). I am the first one at the lab after lunch and would have zipped in and out (get it?) in five minutes, except I drop the full cup of urine into the toilet. I must drink sixteen ounces of water, wait thirty minutes, and try again. A sure-handed shortstop, I’m not.


I am surprised at the steady stream (get it, again?) of people who come to the lab. All sizes, ethnicities, sexes, and ages. I suspect most are there for job requirements, but others are coming under doctor orders.


SPRING TRAINING


The employee orientation is held at the ballpark’s PNC Triangle Club, the posh, enclosed upper-level area directly behind home plate. Video screens and leather lounge chairs abound, and the walls have replicas of old-time advertisements related to baseball and Bull Durham tobacco.


The adventure starts in the elevator to the club room. The guy standing next to me, another gray-hair, offers, “I live up the street and was gonna get season tickets then thought, what the heck, let them pay me rather than me pay them.” I hear this from more than one seating bowl host.
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PNC Triangle Club overlooking the ballfield.


Two women recognize each another. After exchanging big smiles, they act out the “How many jobs you got?” routine from the old comedy television show In Living Color.


“I got three.”


“I got five.”


Are the jobs all part-time, I wonder? You got five jobs, but do you got health insurance?


There are about two hundred people in the club room, a bit less than half the seasonal staff employed by the Bulls. Most seasonals work in food and concessions, followed by operations (that’s my group, with about ninety folks total). Only about a quarter of the attendees are rookies like me.4 I take it as a good sign that so many folks return. The winner of the longest employee contests is a woman in her twenty-seventh season as a part-time Bulls employee.


The crowd is also diverse in terms of race, gender, and age. If there was a group that seems underrepresented it would be young white guys, age thirty to fifty.


After a feel-good raffle for swag bags, the meeting is turned over to Mike Birling, Operations Vice President, and Scott Strickland, Operations Assistant General Manager. Mike has been with the Bulls for twenty-five years and Scott for nineteen years. Mike’s fun fact is that he is a part owner of the Green Bay Packers, an honor he shares with over three hundred thousand other fans (Green Bay is the only community-owned major sports franchise). Scott, in his forties I estimate, has a degree in turf management from North Carolina State University. He got interested in this less-than-lucrative green stuff while playing American Legion baseball in high school and started out with the Bulls mowing the grass. He also co-hosts the Bulls’ podcast, Hit Bull Win Steak.


A few more back-of-the-card statistics. About half a million fans attend Bulls games each season and a third of those are coming to the ballpark for the first time. But only ten percent of these first timers return the next year. This seems to be a cause of concern for Scott, or perhaps he sees it as a statistic that can motivate us frontline folks to be as nice as possible to fans. I’m not sure I agree. Given that Durham has a brisk tourist market—visitors to the high-tech and bio-tech companies in the Research Triangle Park, and parents visiting their kids at Duke, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and North Carolina State University in Raleigh—maybe the Bulls shouldn’t expect many first timers to return. You just want that ten percent of returnees not to decrease each season and tell other visitors it’s a good time.


Anyway, we’re told to feel “empowered to take care of our fans.” We’re also told we’re entitled to free and reduced-price tickets, a discount at the team store, free parking, and a buffet dinner before each game.


The presentation then turns to more serious matters. A slide comes on the video monitors that lists the club’s top priorities for fan relations.


The number one priority is safety. We’re asked what the safety concerns are during a ballgame.


“People get hurt. Foul balls.” is shouted first. We’re told this is taken very seriously and we should follow every foul ball and make certain no one is hurt. Emergency medical technicians do the same.


Someone from Food and Beverage offers, “People get sick from a hot dog.” Laughter all around.


Let’s get serious again, folks. The point is, if people don’t feel safe, they aren’t gonna enjoy themselves and won’t come back.


Number two priority is courtesy. Help fans who look lost.


Someone shouts, “When a fan spills their popcorn bag can you get them another for free?”


The answer is yes, absolutely, just wave your staff badge at a concession stand.


“That fan has a better experience and is more likely to come back than if they didn’t drop that popcorn.”


“What about a drink or nacho cheese or ice cream spill?” Now we’re back to safety.


This happens lots, we learn. We’re told to stand over the spill (note to self: wear your hiking boots to work) and flag down someone with a radio or go to a concession stand where they have phones. They can call the clean-up crew. Or bring over one of the WET FLOOR signs strategically located around the concourse (the inside walkway that encircles about three-quarters of the ballpark). When all else fails, go to Guest Services. There will always be help there, including a police officer and emergency medical technician (EMT). Always.


Third priority: inclusion. This deals mostly with people who have restricted mobility, using a cane or wheelchair. When you see them, help them until they are in their seat. Guest Services will help them get out of the stadium safely.


Next priority is efficiency, but this is probably better described as awareness and initiative. “Look for service opportunities. Don’t just be leaning up against the wall or don’t just have your head down . . . You can rewrite the story for that customer’s Durham Bulls experience by solving their problem, even if they haven’t asked.”


What about unruly fans? Back to safety. The neighbors of rude fans are reluctant to go to a host or police officer when a neighbor is “cursing all night.” It’s up to the host to approach a loudmouth. I suspect that cussing is associated with drinking and drinking with belligerence. (Can you guess which area of a stadium the ruffians are most likely to inhabit?)


“What’s the evacuation plan?” someone shouts. Safety, yet again. Scott retells an episode that occurred on July 4, 2008. Kevin Costner and his band Modern West (country rock; Costner plays guitar and sings) were playing a concert out by second base when an extremely bad weather situation arose. All the power in the stadium went out. It was dark outside and this was before the stadium had emergency lights. The police department took over and evacuated the stadium, section by section. Know where the exits are so you can help.


Finally, the show. The big leagues are called “The Show,” but it means something different in the minors. Unlike the bigs, for the Bulls, the time between innings is a time for on-field entertainment. Fans will sumo wrestle in oversized, blown-up costumes. Kids will race the mascot around the bases (the mascot always loses, even if it means he has to stop and yell at the umpire). T-shirts are launched into the crowd from air cannons. All experiences are guaranteed to bring a smile to your face.


POSITION PLAYERS


We break up into small groups to meet with our individual team supervisors. I head to the stands behind home plate with the others who signed on to be seating hosts.


There are about twenty hosts present, a majority of whom have done this before. What makes this crowd different from the general meeting is that there are only two Black men in the mix, a much smaller percentage than work for the club as a whole. Most hosts are just like me; old white guys, with a few white women sprinkled in. This didn’t happen because people were told what job to take. I wasn’t. I’m sure the difference in the size of a paycheck was the principal driver of people’s job decisions. The stadium hosts are folks who are older and mostly retired, so they don’t weigh the money as much in their decision-making. Instead, like me, they care about working outside, helping people, and watching baseball, not necessarily in that order. Still, the first thing that struck me was the de facto segregation created by the jobs and pay, near perfect as it was.


The meeting begins by handing out an operating manual. The manual describes eight positions, from custodian to K-Wall attendant—the person who hangs the Ks on the centerfield wall after a Bulls pitcher records a strike out.


The dress code for hosts requires a club-issued polo shirt tucked into khaki pants. The color of the shirts varies depending on your job, but the colors could all glow in the dark. Wearing a hat is okay, but it must be related to the team somehow and is preferably a Bulls cap. And the cap bill always must be facing forward, never backwards. We can carry a bottle of water, but it needs to be a product sold at the concessions, no competitors. Someone loudly whispers, “You can always bring your own and just remove the label.”


We’re told that Seating Bowl Hosts are the face of the Bulls to thousands of fans every game. Courtesy is always number one; give fans a friendly greeting, make sure your sections are clean and dry. But fans also must know you are the face of authority. Check tickets when you help people to their seats, especially if you are working premium seats. Stop kids from running and hanging out by the field trying to get the attention of players. Every other inning, walk down to the bottom of your section so fans know you are there. When the game is over, stand near the warning track to keep fans off the field (The need to do this has been greatly diminished since the netting that protects fans from balls that leave the field has been extended farther down the baselines). Baseball fans have seen hosts do this stuff many times. But seeing it and doing it are different things. I’m delighted to learn that rookies will be assigned sections next to old-timers until they get the hang of things.
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The Bulls’ 2022 schedule.


The Bulls schedule reveals there will be twelve homestands, a total of seventy-five games. Typically, each homestand involves six games played against the same visiting team. It’s one week at home then the next on the road. The only anomalies are a three-game set against the Norfolk Tide and two homestands played back-to-back. Most often, I will host four games for each six-game series.


I leave the stadium with a seating chart to study and figure out where all the different sections, boxes, and picnic areas are located. Here it is. You can use it to see where I was stationed for each game.


I’m a little apprehensive about my new job. All those safety issues! So much I’ll have to learn on the fly! What’s gonna pop up? I hope I don’t strike out! But I’m also excited and feeling up to the challenge. After all, I’ve made it to the minors . . . sorta.
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DBAP seating chart.





1 https://sites.temple.edu/historynews/2018/10/22/walt-whitman-and-baseball/


2 https://bustedcoverage.com/2020/04/28/buy-annie-savoys-house-from-bull-durham/


3 My quotes throughout the book are not exact, just the best I can reconstruct from memory and brief notes on my smart phone. Also, I only use the names of employees and fans who have given me permission to do so.


4 The COVID pandemic has messed up my ability to get accurate numbers on how long the veterans have actually worked at the park. Some count their employment from their first seasons, some discard 2019 and 2020. But 2022 is the first year for rookies.











Chapter 2


A Walk to the Ballpark


Whoever wants to know the heart and mind of America had better learn baseball.


—Jacques Barzun, historian


Are you excited about the opening of the baseball season? Ah, the leather, the pine tar, the resin, the grass, the dirt. And that’s just in the hot dogs.


—Colin O’Brien, comedian


It is three days before the Bulls’ first homestand, which will be my first day at work. I decide to head to downtown Durham and meander along the streets leading to the Durham Bulls Athletic Park (DBAP).


[image: image]


My walk to the ballpark.


A CITY BUILT ON SMOKE


After lunch at Brightleaf Square, a complex of shops and restaurants occupying former tobacco warehouses, I walk down Main Street on my way to the ballpark. Along the way I pass what is perhaps the best symbol for the history of Durham.


The Chesterfield Building was erected about seven blocks from the ballpark in the late 1940s by Liggett & Myers Tobacco Company. It was a plant for turning out Chesterfield cigarettes and remained in operation until 2000.1


Almost two decades later, after most of the downtown factories had been demolished or sat vacant, the Chesterfield building re-emerged when it was renovated to provide nearly three hundred thousand square feet of office and lab space. The largest tenant now is Duke University, which is also the largest employer in a revitalized Durham (ahead of IBM, the city and its schools, and the drug company GlaxoSmithKline).2 Today, when I walk through the entrance to the building, I am greeted by a directory that lists thirteen computer, biological sciences, and engineering groups that inhabit its confines.
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Signs outside and inside the Chesterfield building, downtown Durham.


Further down Main Street, I pass the sidewalk shoeshine chair of Pierce McCoy. McCoy is sixty-six and has been shining shoes in this location for years. When his chair started to get shabby, a patron took up his cause and raised, in a matter of hours, about $2,500. Now, McCoy has a refurbished sidewalk business establishment. A native, McCoy grew up in Durham’s African American neighborhood known as Hayti. Hayti was a thriving, generally lower–middle class Black community that succumbed to urban renewal (referred to by those who experienced it as “urban removal”) when an expressway was built through the neighborhood in 1958.
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McCoy’s chair.


McCoy’s chair sits around the corner from Parrish Street, the epicenter of Durham’s Black Wall Street in the first half of the twentieth century. Back then, you could find Black-owned banks and insurance companies that created jobs for Durham’s minority citizens and was the lifeline for the Hayti community. Yes, this middle-class enclave was largely separate and segregated from the white community. Yes, the civil rights movement of the 1960s ended segregation. It also sent Black Wall Street and Hayti into decline, as the end of segregation expanded opportunities for Black Durhamites to purchase goods and services from businesses outside the Hayti community.3
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A commemorative plaque on Parrish Street.


I turn the corner to head down Blackwell Street, the street that runs past the ballpark. I pass the Self-Help Credit Union Building. Self-Help was founded as a nonprofit loan fund meant to help rural North Carolinians who had lost their jobs working in textile mills. The workers could form co-ops, get financing from Self-Help, and purchase the mills. Self-Help grew and grew, eventually becoming the largest financier of Durham’s revitalization.4


On my left, I pass the Durham Performing Arts Center. This is a beautiful theater that hosts touring Broadway shows and musical concerts, among other live entertainment. It routinely ranks among the top ten theaters in America.5 Not bad for a city of just over 280,000 residents.


A block closer to the park, I look up to see a smokestack looming overhead and water tower emblazoned with the logo of Lucky Strike cigarettes. I have arrived at the American Tobacco Campus, another repurposed tobacco manufacturing complex. These structures were originally built by the American Tobacco Company in the late 1800s. They were owned by J. B. Duke, who made his fortune selling tobacco and then electric power. The buildings now house offices and restaurants that surround a lawn used to host outdoor concerts and other events. It is across the street from the ballpark and is now owned by the same company as the Bulls, the Capitol Broadcasting Company. The ballpark and this campus are the stimulus of Durham’s revitalization.




WHY TOBACCO, YOU ASK?


In 1839, a teenage slave named Stephan fell asleep while tending a batch of tobacco curing over a fire at a plantation about forty miles northeast of Durham. When he woke, the fire was nearly out. He rushed to get more charcoal and tossed it onto the dying embers. A hot flame rose. By luck, Stephan had stumbled on a new curing technique, one that produced tobacco that was yellow in color rather than brown. It also was a tastier smoke. That curing technique and those bright leaves would become the industry standard. Bright leaf curing quadrupled the value of a pound of tobacco when it went to market. It would become the backbone of an industry and the city of Durham.*


* Wise, J. (2002). Durham: A Bull City Story. Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing. (p. 9)
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A symbol of the city.


BULL CITY


Durham prides itself on the way it has risen from the ashes (get it?) multiple times in its 150-year history. This image of the city goes back way before tobacco defined the city; in the eighteenth century, the Durham area was known as a live-and-let-live community of Native Americans, Blacks, and whites. Virginia’s governor disparaged North Carolina, in general, as a place where “loose and disorderly people daily flock.”6 That was Durham.


So, the bull would be the perfect symbol for a city that prided itself on its fierce determination and strength. Dirty and ill-kempt yes, but confident and solid as a rock. I wish I could write that it was a match made in heaven but, more modestly, it may have been an early example of branding genius.


John Green was a tobacco producer in Durham who was looking for a way to set his brand apart from others. Lunching with his fellow tobacco producer John Whitted in Hillsborough, a jar of mustard sat on their table. Coleman’s Mustard, one of the most popular brands in the US at the time, was made in Durham, England, and sported a picture of a bull on the label. Whitted suggested Green adopt the bull as his mascot on signs and advertisements. As the popularity of Durham tobacco grew, especially the brand Bull Durham, the city itself took on the moniker of the Bull City. So, maybe the line from the city’s resilience and the bull branding isn’t perfectly straight, but if it didn’t fit it wouldn’t have stuck.


OUTSIDE THE BALLPARK


I’m at the ballpark. I walk past the ticket windows and notice the sidewalk has concrete brick insets that give a shoutout to people, places, and events in Bulls’ history. One inset lets people know about the Snorting Bull in left field: “Flashing eyes, smoking nostrils, and a wagging tail. It goes into action every time the Durham Bulls hit a home run.” It also snorts and lights up after the Bulls win a home game. The current bull is the third iteration of the sign. Snorting Bull is now thirty feet wide and twenty feet high, larger than the original. The first bull resided at the old ballpark and was constructed for the Bull Durham movie. The bull entices Durham players to launch one; if a batter hits the bull, he gets a free steak. If he hits the grass the bull stands on, he gets a free salad. Makes sense. Baseball Pilgrimages calls Snorting Bull “one of the finest examples of local creativity you’ll ever see in a ballpark.”7


But there’s more. One origin story for the term “bullpen” credits the Durham mascot. In the early days of the Durham Bulls, the original bull loomed over the enclosed area where pitchers warmed up. Another story claims Casey Stengel coined the term because the warm-up area was where pitchers sat and made polite conversation (okay, I cleaned that up a bit).8
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The Snorting Bull.


Another inset on the street honors the Hot Stove League. Fans know the Hot Stove League as the off-season activity when they gather to talk baseball. The inset informs me that the name was also used for an annual banquet started in the 1950s to honor the best in North Carolina baseball.


Next comes a concrete brick for the Durham Black Sox/Eagles/Rams, a Negro Minor League team that played in Durham from the 1920s to 1965. The Negro Minor Leagues were semi-pro teams that fed the Negro League. There also appears to have been a Durham team called the Lucky Strikes.


The fans, broadcasters, and journalists also get insets on the sidewalk, as do the Atlanta Braves and Tampa Bay Rays, two of the Bulls’ major league affiliates. Several players also get bricks. But let’s save those for our dive into team history.


I arrive at the main entrance to DBAP on the corner of Blackwell Street and Jackie Robinson Drive. The main entrance is both grand and inviting. To the left, I see six plaques with jersey numbers on them. Five commemorate Bulls ballplayers and the sixth is Jackie Robinson’s number 42.


Looming above the entryway are three pictures of a ballplayer in three different Bulls uniforms. The player’s number is 29. Wonder why? Me too. When I ask, I discover there is nothing special about the number; the player who wore it was available on picture day.


When I arrive for my first day at work in about seventy-two hours, I will pass the main entrance by about one hundred yards and enter the service entrance on Jackie Robinson Drive.
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Welcome to the DBAP.


This beautiful structure almost never was. What was clear is that minor league baseball was catching on in Durham and the success of the movie in the late 1980s was bringing unprecedented attention to the Bulls franchise far beyond anything a minor league ball club had experienced previously. Durham Athletic Park, where the movie was filmed, was nearing its golden anniversary. It had never been renovated and was in disrepair. Something had to give.


The city of Durham put building a new stadium to a vote of the people. The people said no. They had been burned before on proposals meant to renovate the downtown area and were feeling once bitten, twice shy. The Bulls owner at the time, Miles Wolff, put the team up for sale. Jim Goodmon, the owner of Capitol Broadcasting Company, had the idea that a sports complex located between Raleigh and Durham could unite the two cities. Goodmon bought the Bulls.


In Durham, the shock of potentially losing the Bulls set in. The typical political machinations ensued. Within weeks the Durham City Council voted unanimously to build a new stadium for the Bulls, right downtown. The city and Capitol Broadcasting worked hand in hand to make it happen.9


The design company HOK Sport, now called Populus, was hired to imagine the new stadium. HOK was the company that designed Camden Yards for Baltimore, Progressive Field for Cleveland, and Coors Field for Denver. These are all downtown “retro” parks that arose in reaction to those atrocious bowl stadiums serving multiple sports teams but serving fans poorly. The first pitch at DBAP was thrown on April 6, 1995. The seating capacity at the time was 9,033. DBAP has been renovated five times since then, with seats added three times. Now, its capacity is ten thousand seats, about one-quarter under a roof.
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Durham Bulls Athletic Park.


INSIDE THE BALLPARK


As I enter the main gate to the ballpark proper, I’m greeted first by the Corner Store, where I can load up on all sorts of Bulls swag. In addition to the seemingly endless variety of Bulls T-shirts, sweatshirts, and jerseys I can buy for the entire family, there are at least thirty different cap styles. I discover that a large variety of manufacturers turn out this stuff. My favorite is a company called 108 Stitches (that’s the number of stitches on a baseball). But, there’s more! I can get bobblehead dolls, a stuffie of Wool E. Bull, the team mascot, and even Annie Savoy. I can get balls, bats, and six different kinds of can koozies. You get the message. A quick look at minor league team web pages suggests selling this stuff is a significant revenue source for all the teams.


[image: image]


Crash Davis doll.


Another big revenue generator, of course, is ballpark food. There’s the typical fare but also a few local entries. I’m particularly interested in the pizza slices. They come from Pie Pushers, whose downtown Durham location is now my favorite spot to pick up a pie. There’s also El Jefecito Tacos. This business started as a food truck and now has a permanent location in DBAP’s left field. I’ll definitely try those. The Bulls are also starting “Kids Eat Free Wednesdays,” where kids get a hot dog, chips, and soda. On Thursdays, I can get all the traditional ballpark fare for reduced prices. Due to the COVID pandemic, DBAP went cashless, so a credit card is a must, though you can buy vouchers at Guest Services. There are no vendors in the stands, but there is a QR code on the back of seats that can be used to order food you can then pick up quickly.


Speaking of food, at orientation we were told the Bulls provide a buffet dinner for all the employees. Seating Bowl Hosts must show up for work at 5:00 p.m. The dinner line opens at 4:45 p.m. On Sundays, when games start ninety minutes earlier, I will arrive at 3:30 p.m., with dinner also being fifteen minutes before the team meeting. I’m expecting to eat dinner standing up most nights. I will find the spread is nice, but really not much different from what fans can eat. Some nights, I’ll pass on the buffet and get a slice of the pizza or some tacos when I get a break during the game.


The most distinctive features of the stadium are in left field. The Blue Monster is a wall that looms thirty-two feet high and resembles Fenway Park’s Green Monster. Like Fenway, it includes a manual scoreboard. Snorting Bull watches over the park from above the Blue Monster. As sturdy as Snorting Bull is, he had his head and forelegs ripped off in 2017 during a violent windstorm. Moving to the right while facing Snorting Bull, there are three office buildings, called Diamond View I, II, and III. These office buildings, housing mostly law and finance firms, were developed by the Capitol Broadcasting Company in partnership with regional architectural firms. The buildings match the brick color and style of the ballpark and offer around four hundred thousand square feet of office space. Nestled in Diamond View II is the restaurant Tobacco Road, a sports bar with an outdoor seating area that offers a view of the ballfield. More on the restaurant later.


From a hitter’s viewpoint, there is nothing particularly inviting or intimidating about the field dimensions. You can hit a 303-foot home run down the left line, one to dead center field 395 feet away, and to right 339 feet. Fielders have a decent opportunity to catch a foul ball.10


It’s a great ballpark for fans. Best of all, seats are a bit larger than you might expect at a ballpark. Once you are inside, you can circumnavigate the entire park on a walkway inside the stadium but in the fresh air. If you come with a group, you can reserve a box, private picnic area, or even a luxury, climate-controlled suite.


It’s time for the DBAP’s next renovation. The city has been told by major league baseball that the stadium needs $10 million in renovations to bring it up to current Triple-A standards. None of these renovations deal with the fan experience but rather relate to the quality of the players’ experience; DBAP needs a new batting tunnel, player locker rooms, and renovated office space.11 There’s the usual handwringing about spending public money but the ramifications for the city if the Bulls move seem enormous.


RATING DBAP


Stadium Journey is a website that rates stadiums for five different sports, including major and minor league baseball.12 They have rated more than 2,400 stadiums in thirty-one countries. On its website you can find information about the ballpark as well as food and lodging in the area. In 2021, James Hilchen rated DBAP using a scale of one to five on seven dimensions. Here’s a summary of what he wrote, directly quoted:


Food and Beverage: 5


Among the areas that DBAP stands out, this is one of them. No matter what your taste, you can find something you will like to eat here . . . A neat feature of the ballpark is that it has its own brewery. Bull Durham Beer is brewed on the property and is highly recommended.


Atmosphere: 5


If I could go higher than 5 stars here, I would. DBAP is an absolutely fantastic spot to take in a ballgame and very aesthetically pleasing to the eye. . . . On the day I attended, it was hot and humid. The roof has industrial sized ceiling fans attached to the bottom and it makes a world of difference . . . there isn’t a bad seat in the house wherever you choose to sit.


Neighborhood: 4


The ballpark is part of the American Tobacco Campus and is located in the middle of downtown Durham. This area has been part of a renovation effort and, as such, is home to many restaurants and bars within walking distance.


Fans: 4


The Bulls have quite a local following as well. Far more fans here seemed invested in the game, rather than being there for a social event. The reaction after a home-team home run is especially fun to see. The fans all look towards the bull sign to see the eyes light up and smoke come out of its nose.


Access: 4


The ballpark is located just off Durham Freeway and is very easy to get to. Public transportation is a good option . . . there are plenty of parking attendants that are around, and they are happy to point you in the right direction.


Return on Investment: 5


For the experience you get at DBAP, they could charge more for tickets and it would still be worth the cost.


Extras: 5


Again, if I could go higher than 5 here, I would.


Final Thoughts


The Bulls have a long and storied history in North Carolina. As someone who has seen my share of minor league ballparks over the years, Durham Bulls Athletic Park just might be my favorite. Great scenery, food for every taste, and fun reminders of an iconic movie makes this a ballpark that should be on every baseball fan’s bucket list.


Hilchen’s total score for DBAP was 4.57. Six fan ratings also equaled 4.57. In case you’re wondering how DBAP’s score compared to other ballparks, I averaged the Stadium Journey ratings of the nine other ballparks in the Eastern Division of the International League (see below). The average critic total score was 3.95 and the average fan total score was 3.90. Not even close; DBAP’s total scores were highest in both ratings. (Coming in last was the Syracuse Mets’ NBT Bank Stadium).


THE INTERNATIONAL LEAGUE


As a team in the International League (IL), the Bulls are one of thirty Level-AAA teams that exchange players directly to and from the major leagues. The Bulls are the affiliate of the Tampa Bay Rays. The IL has twenty teams, and the Pacific Coast League has the other ten clubs.


After their 150-game schedule, the winners of the Eastern and West Divisions will meet in a one-game playoff to determine the IL champ. The IL champ will then meet the Pacific Coast champ to crown the Triple-A champ.


Okay, let’s get to work. It’s game time!





1 https://www.bullcityrising.com/2010/10/durhams-chesterfield-from-the-inside.html


2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Durham%2C_North_Carolina#Economy.


3 Ibid.


4 Rice, E. S. & Anders, R. S. (2017). Becoming Durham, Grit, Belief, and a City Transformed. Raleigh, NC: Verdant Word Press


5 https://www.dpacnc.com/center-info/about-dpac


6 Ibid.


7 https://www.baseballpilgrimages.com/snorting-bull-durham.html


8 https://www.mentalfloss.com/article/23013/6-theories-origin-bullpen


9 Rice, E.S. & Anders, R.S. (2017). Becoming Durham: Grit, Belief, and a City Transformed. Raleigh, NC: Verdant Word Press.


10 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Durham_Bulls_Athletic_Park


11 https://www.athleticbusiness.com/facilities/stadium-arena/article/15290154/durham-must-pay-9m-in-upgrades-if-bulls-to-remain


12 https://www.stadiumjourney.com/stadiums/durham-bulls-athletic-park-s193











Chapter 3


Home Series 1: Opening Week


Baseball is the only major sport that appears backward in a mirror.


—George Carlin, comedian


A ballplayer spends a good piece of his life gripping a baseball, and in the end, it turns out that it was the other way around all the time.


—Jim Bouton, pitcher




JACKSONVILLE


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacksonville,_Florida


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacksonville_Jumbo_Shrimp


[image: image]


Nickname: Jumbo Shrimp


MLB affiliate: Miami Marlins (2009–present)


Field: 121 Financial Ballpark; capacity, 11,000


Population (2020): 949,611


Economy: Banking and finance; rail, air, highway and shipping hub


Fun Fact: Jacksonville once hosted a team that relocated to the USA from Havana after the Cuban Revolution.





TUESDAY, APRIL 12


“The bird poop early in the season is a pain in the ass,” advises a veteran host. “They hang out around the roof. Watch your head and examine your seats before the fans start arriving.”


Not exactly what I wanted to hear as I arrive for my first day at work an hour early, hoping to meet some folks and get some on-the-job training from the veterans.


The Bulls began the season on the road and lost a series to the Nashville Sounds, winning only two of six games. Maybe things will look up at home.


It’s time for the pregame meeting. Everyone’s assigned section is read off. We are shown where to get rags to wipe off our seats. Then, we are handed confetti cannons which we are to explode right before the first pitch. Finally, we get a sandwich bag filled with plastic Durham Bulls wristbands that we’ll toss out when we are given the signal.
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