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Foreword

by George F. Will

Do not underestimate the power of architecture. It has been well said that we make our buildings, and then the buildings make us. The physical environment that we make matters. About this, the men and women of major league baseball have become believers. They have come to understand that intelligently designed baseball parks do not just please fans, they make fans. This discovery has been made in the nick of time.

In the 1960s and 1970s the National Football League rose to prominence. In the 1970s and 1980s the National Basketball Association seized the nation’s imagination. Major league baseball, facing fresh competition from these sports, and suffering some self-inflicted wounds, seemed to experience a crisis of confidence. The question was how to give baseball an infusion of new energy. The answer was in an old song.

The song says, “Take me out to the ball game, take me out with the crowd.” Bingo!

For baseball fans, more than for fans in America’s two other great team sports, much of the enjoyment of the game derives from sharing the experience with other fans. NFL football and NBA basketball are spectacles; baseball is a habit. Baseball—players thinly dispersed on an eye-soothing green expanse—is a more observable game than football for the fan in the stands. Unlike basketball, which is a game of flow, baseball is a game of episodes. This encourages reflection and conversation, which nourish the crowd’s sense of a common involvement in an unfolding narrative.

Hence the importance of Oriole Park at Camden Yards. And the importance of Thom Loverro’s book about this ballyard—the Yard which has had, and continues to have, a radiating influence on the game. Loverro knows the innards of the Yard (including its twenty miles of beer pipes), and he knows the inside story of the events that produced the Yard.

Inevitably, this book is a broth of both sports reporting and business reporting. But sports fans are used to this—used to doing an occasional double take and wondering: Am I reading the sports page of my local paper, or the Wall Street Journal?

Yes, baseball is a business, even one engaged in interstate commerce—a fact that in 1922 eluded the Supreme Court, with lasting consequences. A sports columnist, the late Jim Murray, once said that if baseball is not a business, then General Motors is a sport. Loverro knows that the business side of baseball can be as interesting as the game on the field, because what goes on on the field reflects what has already gone on in the front offices. The world of major league baseball is not a sentimental world; it should not be seen through a gauze of sentiment. Loverro sees it steadily and sees it whole.

Like any writer worth his salt, Loverro has strong views and does not flinch from making interpretations and coming to conclusions. You may not—I do not—agree with all of them. But that does not detract from the enjoyment of what Loverro has written—a baseball book for grownups.



Introduction

The title of this book, Home of the Game: The Story of Camden Yards, may seem fairly presumptuous to some, especially those fans who frequent Wrigley Field, Fenway Park, or Yankee Stadium—all historic and cherished ballparks in their own right. But the game of baseball has changed dramatically over the past twenty-five years, and for ballparks, the biggest change took place in Baltimore on April 6, 1992, the day that Oriole Park at Camden Yards opened. Major league baseball commissioner Bud Selig said this may have been “the most dramatic event in sports in the past twenty-five years.” The opening of Oriole Park certainly has been among the most influential. It has spawned a series of ballparks modeled on Camden Yards—a traditional, old-fashioned ballpark with modern amenities, located in an urban setting—with more to come.

If you consider baseball to be sports theater, a drama played out in green cathedrals, then Camden Yards has become the stage for the game, the new theater that draws people in record numbers. “I think it’s the best baseball facility in the United States,” said former Orioles general manager Pat Gillick. “I know it’s a good place because I’ve talked to the managers not only in the American League, but the National League managers as well that have come in here. All of them genuinely say it’s the best park in baseball. It’s a great place to come to see a game.”

So are Jacobs Field in Cleveland and Coors Field in Denver—and the new ballparks in San Francisco and Seattle are expected to be as well. But when you are watching the drama of baseball unfold at those ballparks, you are seeing Camden Yards. “Baltimore’s success at Oriole Park,” wrote The Baltimore Sun in a March 8, 1997, editorial, “practically overnight caused America to rethink its view of stadiums as more than just big bowls where athletes clash.”

Many people were involved in the success of Camden Yards and the birth of the new ballparks, but one person in particular, former Orioles president Larry Lucchino, was the driving force behind the vision from beginning to end. The road he traveled to arrive at such a fateful place in sports history and his role in developing the Camden Yards blueprint form an important piece of any examination of the impact of this ballpark.

The Camden Yards stage has seen its share of high drama in its short history, and perhaps there has been no greater drama in the game in this decade than that of the night of September 6, 1995, when Orioles shortstop Cal Ripken broke Yankees legend Lou Gehrig’s consecutive-game streak of 2,130 games. It came at a time when baseball was at an all-time low, still suffering the bitter effects of the baseball strike, and all eyes were on Camden Yards that night for an event that helped to lift the game out of its grave. Ripken is one of several main characters in dramas that unfolded both on and off the field at Camden Yards. Just as Lucchino was the main player in creating the stage, Baltimore Orioles owner Peter Angelos has been the featured player in many of the Camden Yards’ performances, and his role in those events is also part of the story of the ballpark.

I have had a chance to see firsthand many of these events, having attended close to 500 games at Camden Yards. I’ve been privileged to be in the press box the night Ripken broke Gehrig’s record and watch the most cynical of sportswriters touched by the power of the event. I’ve seen some great players come through, like Ken Griffey, Jr., Mo Vaughn, and Juan Gonzalez, who left their mark on the ballpark with memorable home runs. I’ve seen Kenny Lofton rise over the center-field fence to rob home runs. I’ve seen Roberto Alomar make plays at second base that sometimes made him seem like the best baseball player on earth. I’ve sat in the stands and watched Mike Mussina come within two outs of pitching a perfect game. And I’ve seen the skies open up and the rain pour down on the field on the last game before the 1994 strike began.

I’ve seen 48,000 people come to Camden Yards to watch game after game since the ballpark opened in 1992, and there is no end in sight. They are doing it in Cleveland and Denver and will likely do it in San Francisco, Pittsburgh, and the other communities that have embraced the concept of Camden Yards—Home of the Game.



PART ONE


The Stage



CHAPTER ONE


Changing the Game

It was a night of glitter and glamour. Some of the biggest names in the worlds of sports and entertainment showed up for the grand opening of the biggest sports restaurant in America, the ESPN Zone, the first one of its kind by the Disney Corporation, owners of the ESPN network. But the highest-profile sports restaurant in the country wasn’t making its big splash in a media center like New York or Los Angeles. This was Baltimore.

That is perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the ESPN Zone as you look around at all the glitz, all the games, features, and sports memorabilia on display—this place is in Baltimore. Ten years ago, Baltimore would have been an unlikely place for such a sports palace. After all, while the city’s Inner Harbor was a national tourist attraction, the city was hardly a sports mecca. It had no National Football League (NFL) franchise, as the storied Baltimore Colts had fled to Indianapolis in 1984, and the once-proud Baltimore Orioles franchise had fallen on hard times, a losing team playing in an antiquated stadium.

But that was Baltimore B.C.—Before Camden, as in Yards, the ballpark that transformed not just the city of Baltimore, but all of baseball and the entire professional sports industry. “It changed the economics of stadiums and teams much more than any of us understood at the time,” said major league baseball commissioner Bud Selig. “It was huge.”

Disney never would have considered coming to Baltimore to open its first ESPN Zone restaurant if Camden Yards had never been built. The impact of the heralded ballpark is far-reaching in the city and the country, as sports franchises, in one form or another, have copied the Camden Yards plan—a traditional, old-fashioned ballpark that incorporates modern amenities and is located in an urban setting.

“Camden Yards has changed the thinking of stadium construction,” said former Maryland governor William Donald Schaefer. “The thinking now is how can we benefit the city?” Schaefer believes Camden Yards influenced Abe Pollin, owner of the Washington Wizards National Basketball Association (NBA) team and the Washington Capitals National Hockey League (NHL) franchise, in his decision to build an urban stadium. “Abe Pollin built the MCI Center right in downtown Washington,” Schaefer noted. “I don’t think that gets built down there if Camden Yards doesn’t work.”

Orioles owner Peter Angelos, who purchased the franchise at a bankruptcy auction for a record $173 million in August 1993, has been reaping the rewards of the ballpark and knows firsthand what Camden Yards has done, not just for Baltimore but for other cities faced with stadium issues. “The real impact of Camden Yards is that other cities have come here, and they have looked at and watched the Orioles franchise in operation and have gone back to their communities to put the same plan in place there. Now you are seeing Camden Yards–type facilities in the works in Detroit and other places, and they were all here in full force. Camden Yards has pointed the way.”

Detroit Tigers president John McHale said all of the new ballparks—including the one being built in Detroit—can trace their roots to Camden Yards (which, of course, traces its roots to such historic ballparks as Ebbets Field and Wrigley Field). “Most everything I know is either an adaptation or a refinement or embellishment of what was done at Oriole Park at Camden Yards,” McHale said. “The blast furnace of Maryland politics and the Orioles and the Maryland Stadium Authority and all of the players that went into producing that ballpark, they found such a valid template that it has struck a chord every place it has been tried. They really found some fundamental values and taught people the importance, not just of replicating what they were able to do, but looking at the fundamental values that guided them in the development process. Camden Yards kicked off a new era in all kinds of ways.”

This new era continued in Cleveland, where Jacobs Field has been every bit as successful for the Indians and the city of Cleveland as Camden Yards has been for the Orioles and Baltimore. “Camden Yards had a strong influence on us,” said Indians vice president Bob DiBiasio. The San Francisco Giants hope to match the Camden Yards success with their new ballpark under construction. “We wanted an intimate downtown ballpark that we called Camden Yards meets Wrigley Field,” said Giants chief operating officer Larry Barr. “We wanted a ballpark that had the modern conveniences and the charm of Camden Yards, and the old-fashioned nostalgia of Camden Yards, married to the really incredible intimacy of Wrigley Field.”

These and other baseball executives have paraded through Camden Yards with visions of their own to take home. George Steinbrenner plays in the House that Ruth built, one of the most storied ballparks in baseball, Yankee Stadium. Yet Steinbrenner and New York city officials came to Camden Yards on an official fact-finding tour to see how they could implement the Camden Yards plan in New York.

Some of the tours of ballpark hopefuls that have come through Camden Yards have an ironic connection to the ballpark. One of the offspring of Camden Yards is Coors Field in Denver, the home of the Colorado Rockies. “The success of Camden Yards clearly had an impact on our plans,” said Rockies owner Jerry McMorris. “It was the model we were looking at. If it had not been successful, I think baseball would be different today. Franchises would have to rethink what they were going to do.”

A group of government officials and business leaders wanting to build a ballpark in Northern Virginia, and seeking a franchise that would compete in the Orioles market, traveled to Coors Field for its own fact-finding tour. So one of the ballparks that Camden Yards spawned was being used to garner support for a ballpark in Northern Virginia that would compete against Camden Yards. Last year a group of Montreal government and business leaders came to Camden Yards to meet with Orioles officials to hear about their success and to tour the ballpark. This was part of the group’s own campaign to raise support for its proposed ballpark in downtown Montreal for the Expos because it faced losing the team to out-of-town buyers from where? Northern Virginia. The web of Camden Yards is woven deeply in baseball.

Former Orioles assistant general manager Kevin Malone, now the Los Angeles Dodgers general manager, knows what it is like to play in a facility so cold that it keeps people away, which was his experience when he was general manager of the Expos. This franchise has suffered from its Olympic Stadium home in Montreal. After three years of looking out of the window of his office at the B&O Warehouse onto Camden Yards, Malone has an acute appreciation for the impact of the ballpark. “Once this ballpark was built and people saw what it did for the Orioles franchise and the city, I think everyone began evaluating their situations and started the thought process that these kind of ballparks do draw people. It has taken baseball to the next level as far as generating resources. But there is an atmosphere here that has still not been equaled by the other ballparks. Maybe it’s because it is the first one, or maybe because of the warehouse; I don’t know why. But there is something special about this place.”

Baseball fans back up that claim. There is little argument that Wrigley Field and Fenway Park—the real thing—are still the crown jewels of baseball and are what Camden Yards and most of the other ballparks have tried to replicate. But in 1997 a Baseball America reader’s survey found that the most popular ballpark, after Fenway and Wrigley, was Camden Yards. The atmosphere that the ballpark creates and some of the memorable events that have taken place there in its short history, such as the night Cal Ripken broke Lou Gehrig’s consecutive-game record, have given Camden Yards the unofficial title of the “Home of the Game.”

It is not only fans who rank Camden Yards at the top of the new wave of ballparks. Players do as well. “From a player’s standpoint, everyone who comes in here believes this is the greatest place to play, the way the ballpark is set in the city and how alive it is,” said Ripken, who had played for ten years at Memorial Stadium before coming to Camden Yards. “When you go to Camden Yards and start playing there, you quickly forget about Memorial Stadium, which I didn’t expect at all.”

Camden Yards literally sold pitcher Rick Sutcliffe on joining the Orioles before it even opened. Sutcliffe, a free agent, came to Baltimore with his agent Barry Axelrod in the winter of 1991, when construction of the ballpark was in its final stages. They conducted talks with team president Larry Lucchino and general manager Roland Hemond on tables set up under the ballpark in a storage area for beer kegs. Sutcliffe insisted on going on the field, and he walked through a little bit of snow to the mound and looked around. He spoke to Axelrod after that and soon signed a two-year contract. “He told his agent that we were taking advantage of them, that they couldn’t say no after seeing this place,” Hemond said. “That was his reaction to the beauty of Camden Yards.” Sutcliffe, appropriately enough, would start the first game at the ballpark—opening day, April 6, 1992—and come away with a 2–0 win.

Beauty, though, is in the eye of the beholder. Economists and social scientists have conducted studies and debated about the true, quantifiable merits of Camden Yards and other ballparks. Government officials’ claims about the revenue that such facilities bring in are often inflated, and opponents often fail to take into account the immeasurable psychological impact of a successful sports franchise on the business community and the mental well-being of the population at large. The numbers can be crunched to fit any argument, and no one can say for sure what sort of ego benefit a community reaps from a ballpark.

But the sort of evidence that you see with your eyes is sometimes all you can really go on, and there is no denying the impact of Camden Yards when 48,000 people converge on Baltimore for more than eighty games a year, and beyond that. You see it when the ESPN Zone and the Hard Rock Cafe have lines outside. You also see it when the Inner Harbor becomes revitalized, reminiscent of its early days when it made Baltimore a tourist destination in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

“If Baltimore hadn’t pulled the Orioles downtown, and then pulled the Ravens downtown, the Inner Harbor would be like a sick shopping mall,” said former Orioles vice president Janet Marie Smith, a key architectural advisor for the ball club during the design and construction of Camden Yards. “Any developer will tell you that you have to renew any kind of development periodically. They don’t just sit. They have lives and need to be fed and cared for.”

Camden Yards fed and cared for the whole waterfront area of Baltimore, if you believe your eyes. Governor Schaefer saw that in his visions when he insisted on the Camden Yards site for the new ballpark. “I wanted it downtown,” he said. “Every night there are now more than 40,000 people downtown, and the impact on businesses is tremendous.”

The ballpark has helped to give a city with an inferiority complex a real sense of civic pride. When Monday Night Football broadcasts its pre-game show, it comes from the ESPN Zone in Baltimore. That’s a remarkable ego boost for a city that didn’t even have a football team ten years ago. “The real positives, the good things that have happened, may not have been things you could have put down on paper and planned,” said former Maryland Stadium Authority chairman Herb Belgrad. “They just happened spontaneously.”

Some things were put down on paper, though—such as the Camden Yards football stadium that opened in August 1998. Originally the plans called for a multi-purpose ballpark for both football and baseball, but the Orioles lobbied hard for a baseball-only facility. “We looked around and saw that the franchises that were most successful, the ones that were truly great, all had baseball-only facilities,” former Orioles president Larry Lucchino said. So the stadium authority agreed to plan for a ballpark and a football stadium, with the funding for the football stadium tied up until the state could secure a team. With the success of Camden Yards—sold-out crowds on display and rave reviews from the national media—it was only a matter of time before an NFL franchise would move to Baltimore. Camden Yards made it too good to ignore. That, and the sweetheart deal the state offered Art Modell to move his Cleveland Browns to Baltimore.

The move of the Browns to Baltimore to become the Baltimore Ravens is another powerful testament to the power of Camden Yards. The football stadium that was built next to the ballpark would likely never have seen the light of day if it wasn’t for the continuing success of the Orioles ballpark. The money for the football stadium was locked up until an NFL franchise could be secured. Time and time again, the stadium authority failed to attract a team, despite being teased by the Cardinals, who moved from St. Louis to Phoenix; the Rams, who moved from Los Angeles to St. Louis; and the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, who stayed at home. Also, Baltimore was jilted by the NFL in expansion, passed over in favor of Jacksonville and Carolina. Patience was running out in the state legislature to keep the funding intact. What elected officials saw at Camden Yards made it more difficult for them to give up. Finally it would pay off. After the Ravens played for two years at Memorial Stadium, the Camden Yards football stadium would open, first with an exhibition game on August 9, 1998, then later for the regular season opener. Like its sister baseball park, it was a glowing success.

A football stadium will never call upon the same level of nostalgia or the intimacy of a baseball park. So the Camden Yards football stadium is not a traditional, old-fashioned ballpark. The $220 million stadium does complement the look of the baseball park with its brick and glass façade—all part of another Helmuth, Obata & Kassabaum (HOK) design. The inside, though, is much like Ericsson Stadium in Charlotte, with the latest in high-tech amenities. It has two SmartVision scoreboards, which can split into sixteen images. The 69,426-purple-seated stadium (purple is the Ravens’ color) has open corners. This feature gives it a greater sense of intimacy than is found in Jack Kent Cooke (JKC) Stadium, the other new Maryland football stadium that opened the year before in Landover in suburban Maryland.

The Ravens stadium stands out as another gem when it is compared to JKC Stadium, a large, cavernous facility with no character standing alone in the suburbs while nearly every other major sports facility built in the 1990s followed the path Camden Yards blazed to the cities. JKC Stadium is the legacy of Redskins owner Jack Kent Cooke. Unlike the Ravens stadium, JKC was built by the owner, using private funds. However, about $90 million in state money was used for infrastructure costs, such as roads. The Redskins had played at RFK Stadium since 1961, when it opened as D.C. Stadium, but Cooke ran into problems trying to make a deal to build his new stadium in the District. He then went to the suburbs but had similar problems in Alexandria, and the aging owner was running out of time when he went to Prince George’s County in Maryland to get the stadium built. It sits next to the Washington Beltway in Landover, ironically, a stone’s throw from the old USAir Arena, where the Washington Wizards and Capitals used to play until they moved to downtown Washington and the MCI Center in the fall of 1997. Now JKC Stadium is a brand new dinosaur, sitting out there like a sore thumb in the Washington suburbs, while the Ravens stadium enhances an already thriving Baltimore waterfront area.

More than 53,000 people purchased personal seat licenses to get their place at the new football stadium, ranging in price from $250 to $2,900, plus their season tickets. It has 108 luxury suites, 102 of which were sold by the first game, at prices ranging from $50,000 to $200,000 annually. Within a ten-year period, Baltimore had gone from having no NFL franchise and an antiquated baseball stadium to having two of the premiere sports facilities in the country. This change truly hit home when the Ravens had a Sunday night game on ESPN early in the 1998 season, and the entire nation saw how Baltimore had become a city of sports palaces. “You can’t buy that kind of coverage,” said Governor Schaefer. “It puts Baltimore in the forefront.”

Schaefer was the line that legislators who wanted to do away with the football-stadium funding wouldn’t cross. He insisted on keeping the lottery-and-bond financing plan intact despite all the disappointments. Although the Ravens came to Baltimore on successor governor Parris Glendening’s watch, Schaefer enjoys seeing the attention that came to the city with the baseball park continue with the football stadium. “It’s a great compliment to Camden Yards,” he said. “It’s much bigger, but it is not out of place. The whole downtown is going to benefit and beyond that. Hotels will be booked for people coming to the stadium from out of town. They are still giving the governor trouble about building the stadium, but when you add up all the things that are going to be beneficial, it’s going to be a big difference.”

The funding and construction of the Ravens stadium and the money that also went for infrastructure for JKC Stadium did become a big political issue during the 1998 elections. Again, like the debate before Camden Yards was built, the arguments revolve around how much a community really needs a football stadium compared to more pressing needs like education, health care, and social services, and why spend money to fill the pockets of the rich men who own these teams. Make no mistake about it, these ballparks and stadiums are money in the bank for the owners of the teams that play in them. University of Dallas economics professor Gerald Scully has estimated that a new park adds $50 million to $75 million to a baseball franchise in increased value and first-year revenue. The Orioles themselves were sold for $70 million in 1988 and, after less than two years in Camden Yards, the sales price was $173 million. Modell’s pockets were stuffed with cash by the state for bringing his team to Baltimore. He gets to keep all the money from luxury seating, concessions, parking and advertising—which amounts to more than $25 million—as well as an estimated $70 million from the sale of personal seat licenses. Modell’s deal brought howls of criticism from those who believed the state had given up too much to the owner.

These are legitimate questions, and the rational answer is that it is no contest; the state should be using the funds for something other than building sports facilities that enrich team owners. But the reality is that community egos are often measured by the arts and entertainment offered, professional sports included. Perhaps nowhere in America, save for Green Bay, did a football team mean more to a community than the Colts did to Baltimore. This team was the NFL’s version of the Brooklyn Dodgers, a beloved team that during its heyday, with great players like Johnny Unitas and John Mackey, defined the city of Baltimore. When Robert Irsay took the team to Indianapolis, he tore out a piece of the fabric of the city that could not be dismissed as merely a sports team. The Ravens did not necessarily replace that—it would be impossible to recreate the relationship between the city and the old Colts—but for many who grew up in Baltimore, there was a hole in the city that was not filled until they got the team that would become the Ravens. This culminated in the opening of the Camden Yards football stadium.

All of the goodwill that the baseball park and football stadium created is not shared by some longtime fans, who long for the days when sports writers called Memorial Stadium “the world’s largest outdoor insane asylum” during the passionate Colt days, or the times when a more working-class crowd would attend Orioles games. To some critics, Camden Yards is a yuppie palace full of Washington lawyers and bankers with cell phones, snobs who don’t share the same passion for the game that those who went to Memorial Stadium did. One New York Daily News columnist said it was “the best Bennigan’s I’ve ever seen.”

That is a touchy subject for the Orioles brass, particularly one former Washington banker, club vice chairman Joe Foss, who had no problem defending the rights of the wine-and-cheese crowd. “The cynics of this game talk about real fans and who is here and who isn’t here, this whole issue of the wine-and-cheese crowd and the cell phones and all that,” Foss said. “I find that whole thing fairly amusing on the one hand and disgusting on the other. First of all, by implication, they are saying people who drink wine and [eat] cheese, the sophisticates as it were, the people who presumably might have more money, can’t enjoy baseball. I think that is preposterous.”

Camden Yards and the other new traditional, old-fashioned ballparks may have called upon the likes of Ebbets Field and Forbes Field for their design and inspiration, but this isn’t Brooklyn in 1955. For better or worse, the economics of baseball and all of professional sports have changed dramatically, and Camden Yards played a huge role in that as well. Expectations are higher for everyone involved. Sellouts have become the norm, not the exception, and when the Tampa Bay Devil Rays drew 2.5 million in their first season—an average of 31,000 per game—they were considered a box-office failure. The Orioles drew 3.7 million, an average of 45,500 per game. The Indians drew 3.5 million, an average of 43,000 per game. The Rockies drew 3.8 million, an average of 47,000 per game. The Rangers drew 3 million, an average of 36,000 per game. All play in new ballparks. If any of them dropped to 2.5 million, it would send shock waves through the organization.

Also, the economics of the game, new ballparks included, has driven up the cost of a ticket, in all sports, to the exclusion of the average fan. The fan that is catered to is the one whose name ends in Inc. As far as the average fans are concerned, owners are satisfied with their occasional appearance at the ballpark, as long as they watch their product on television and spend their money on the team’s merchandise.

Also, the actual design of these new old traditional ballparks may simply give the illusion of intimacy, according to architectural critic John Pastier. In an interview with The Cincinnati Enquirer, Pastier said a study he conducted of ballparks showed that the distance from the top deck—the diagonal viewing distance straight back from home plate to a point in the upper deck, one-third of the way back from the front row—was greater at Camden Yards and Jacobs Field than the ballparks they replaced (182 feet at Camden Yards, 161 feet at Memorial Stadium; 195 feet at Jacobs Field, 148 feet at Cleveland Stadium).

None of these criticisms, though, blunts the impact of Camden Yards. Critics may not like the direction of baseball and other professional sports driven by the success of Camden Yards, but they can’t deny it.

According to Orioles owner Peter Angelos, Camden Yards and its followers only serve to feed the beast—the beast being escalating players’ salaries. “Nobody is making any money,” Angelos said. “Maybe the New York Yankees because of their huge television contract and their deal with Adidas. But those deals aren’t available to every franchise. I think what they [the new ballparks] are doing is energizing the game of baseball, but not generating any real profits. The money is going to the players and their agents. The escalating salaries is in part made possible by the greater attendance. You can’t get something that is not there. Camden Yards has allowed us to put a better team on the field and to pay our mortgage. We have a mortgage. We bought this team five years ago. Contrast that to the Yankees, who were purchased twenty-five years ago for $10 million and have no mortgage. That is why there is probably a profit there. Not a great profit.”

Many team owners would trade places with Angelos, though, Selig among them. “In the early 1980s, when Edward Bennett Williams and I started a financial consortium trading information, the Orioles and the Brewers were two peas in a pod,” Selig said. “Our expenses and revenues were identical. Camden Yards changed all that.” Selig—technically Selig’s daughter, Wendy Selig-Prieb, who took over ownership of the team when Selig was officially named commissioner—hopes to match the Orioles revenues with the new Brewers ballpark, Miller Park.

Many baseball fans who find themselves priced out of major league baseball in Baltimore have turned to minor league baseball. One more impact of Camden Yards on a local level is how it fueled the growth of minor league baseball in the state. Maryland had two minor league teams B.C.—Before Camden. Both were Orioles affiliates, a Class AA team in Hagerstown in the western part of the state, and a Class A team in Frederick that had begun play only in 1989. Both were owned by the same group, Maryland Baseball, and the Frederick team opened a new ballpark in 1991, one year before Camden Yards opened.

The growth would continue rapidly. The Class AA team would move to suburban Washington, in Bowie, Maryland, and would play in another new ballpark. Soon after, a Class A team was established on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, also playing in a new ballpark. All three of these teams are Orioles affiliates, owned by Maryland Baseball, which plans a fourth team with yet another new ballpark for Aberdeen, Cal Ripken’s hometown. A Class A team that replaced the one that left Hagerstown, a Toronto Blue Jays affiliate, has plans in the works for a new ballpark there. Ten years ago, there was one minor league team in Maryland that drew just over 100,000 people. Now there are four, drawing a total of 1.3 million, with another in the works. Twenty years ago, the Orioles drew just a little more than one million at Memorial Stadium. “All of those ballparks are offshoots of Camden Yards, and are important to the economies of their communities,” Governor Schaefer said.

What will the Camden Yards world of sports be like twenty years from now? What will ballparks of the future look like? Will Camden Yards finally be old enough to be called an old old-fashioned traditional ballpark? The sport went from lively urban palaces, to sterile concrete monstrosities, back to replica lively urban palaces. Whatever shape it may take, the success of Camden Yards has raised the awareness level of the importance of the ballpark as the stage on which the drama of the game is played.



CHAPTER TWO


Bricks and Steel

When Peter Ueberroth ran the Los Angeles Olympic Committee in 1984, he was called a genius, a visionary. Major league baseball owners believed so, too, and hired him to be their commissioner. He had a vision all right—a vision of what the ballpark of the future should be like. It wasn’t anything like Camden Yards. Ueberroth hired the Bechtel Corporation to build a prototype model for what he believed all baseball parks should be in the future. In January 1988, he was pushing his plans for a generic, two-deck, 36,000-seat ballpark for the future home of the Baltimore Orioles. “It had a very antiseptic look to it,” said then Orioles vice president Larry Lucchino.

If the Orioles did not have their own vision in mind—one of a “traditional, old-fashioned ballpark with modern amenities”—Ueberroth Stadium very well could have been the Orioles new ballpark. Not Ueberroth Stadium? Then how about Comiskey Park east? Helmuth, Obata & Kassabaum (HOK) came to the Orioles with plans that were similar to those of the most recent ballpark they had designed—Chicago’s new Comiskey Park, which opened the year before Camden Yards did to horrible reviews. It is a sterile ballpark that sticks out like a sore thumb among the Camden Yards offspring that followed in the 1990s. “We said we don’t want that kind of facility,” Lucchino recalled. “We don’t want that design. We want to do something that is distinctive, that is more like a traditional, old ballpark and not Comiskey Stadium.”

Lucchino was theatric in making his point about what the Orioles wanted for their new home. At a February 1988 meeting in Washington, D.C., Lucchino passed out Yugo brochures to everyone in attendance. “While I was driving to the meeting, I stopped at a Yugo dealership and picked up some brochures,” he recalled. “I had them at everyone’s place for the meeting, and I said, ‘We want to make it clear. We don’t drive Yugos, and we’re not going to play in a Yugo.’ ”

But perhaps Lucchino’s most infamous display of commitment of vision was when the architects brought a model of new Comiskey to a meeting with the Orioles. “We just ripped one piece of it after another,” he said. “We said, ‘We don’t want this, we don’t want that.’ One of the architects said, ‘Larry, do you have any idea how much these models cost?’ I said, ‘No, but we’re trying to make a point here.’ ”

That point proved to be vital for the future of baseball, for without the success of Camden Yards, the wave of ballparks that followed that have drawn in record numbers of fans may never have been built, or at least built in the fan-friendly style they have been.

The success of Camden Yards had many stages to pass through, but much of the spotlight in the past has focused on the construction stage. Nevertheless, it’s important to note that the seed for the architectural success of the ballpark was planted at two critical stages of the development of Camden Yards: during the decision to build a traditional, old-fashioned ballpark and during the choice of its location. There are no design touches from Ebbets Field or Shibe Park if Ueberroth Stadium or some other generic version is agreed to early on in the process. Also, there will be no urban feel—no draw to the city—if the Baltimore ballpark is built someplace besides Camden Yards. You can have all the old-fashioned design touches that you want, but if stadium construction continued to follow the flight to the suburbs, you wind up with The Ballpark in Arlington, a suburban baseball theme park more than a ballpark. Camden Yards showed the way back to the city.

Ueberroth had ideas about what Camden Yards should look like. His predecessor, Bowie Kuhn, had ideas about where the Orioles new ballpark should be. He suggested somewhere between Baltimore and Washington because the District had not had a major league baseball team since the Washington Senators moved to Arlington, Texas, after the 1971 season. “Kuhn was talking to Ed [Williams] about putting the ballpark between Baltimore and Washington,” Lucchino said.

In fact, just a few days after Edward Bennett Williams purchased the team in August 1979, he pulled Lucchino away from a Martha’s Vineyard vacation to start looking at sites for a new ballpark. “I was flying around in a helicopter looking for places to put a ballpark,” Lucchino said. Williams also owned the Washington Redskins with Jack Kent Cooke, and the two men were considering the idea of building a multi-purpose stadium between Baltimore and Washington for the two teams to use. They looked at sites in Columbia and Laurel along Interstate 95 and a site at the intersection of Route 175 and the Baltimore-Washington Parkway.

There had been talk of a new ballpark for many years before Camden Yards opened in 1992. There was talk when Jerry Hoffberger owned the team before Williams, and discussions of possible sites included the Camden Yards industrial area location, two blocks from the city’s main attraction, Inner Harbor. But the momentum for a new ballpark picked up dramatically when Bob Irsay had the Mayflower vans packed at midnight and took the beloved Colts from Baltimore to Indianapolis. William Donald Schaefer, mayor of Baltimore at the time, appointed a task force to look at possible sites for a new ballpark. Another committee appointed by the Baltimore City Council examined the possibility of renovating Memorial Stadium to attract another NFL franchise. But fixing up Memorial was not going to be an option. The NFL privately told state officials that they would never get a franchise to come to Baltimore if all they offered was a renovated Memorial Stadium.

While Schaefer’s group, aided by HOK, the dominating architectural firm in stadium construction, looked at thirty-three sites in the city, the Manekin Commission, another study committee, looked at possible locations both in and out of the city. The Schaefer group recommended Camden Yards. The Manekin Commission selected a place south of the city in Lansdowne.

Schaefer would become governor the following year, and that sealed the Camden Yards location. It was a pivotal moment in baseball history. It set the stage for the return of not only baseball, but professional sports facilities to the city; it also dictated the design of the ballpark by forcing architects to come up with a ballpark that would fit inside a tight urban area, particularly after the decision was made to save the B&O Warehouse (another important moment in the development of Camden Yards).

Schaefer deserves the credit for driving home Camden Yards as the ballpark location. “The selection of the site was so important to the success of the ballpark,” said Janet Marie Smith, who was the Orioles vice president of planning and development and who was the design point person on the ballpark. “It wouldn’t have been Camden Yards if it hadn’t been downtown, and Governor Schaefer saw that.”

Schaefer was convinced that the ballpark would have the greatest effect in the city. “It wouldn’t have helped anybody in Lansdowne,” he said. “They didn’t want a ballpark there. Where you really wanted it was where it could have a real impact.” Camden Yards was “the ideal spot, and you can see that now,” Schaefer said. “Every night there is a game, there are more than 40,000 people downtown, and the impact on businesses there is tremendous.” According to Lucchino, Schaefer convinced Williams to accept the Camden Yards location. “Williams started this process with a bias towards being someplace between the two cities,” Lucchino said. “It was Schaefer who persuaded Williams that Camden Yards was the site.”

“At first Williams didn’t even want to consider Camden Yards because it had a school in the middle of it,” Lucchino recalled. “He said, ‘I am not going to knock down a school to build a ballpark.’ I said, ‘Ed, the mayor says they are going to close that school anyway. Very few kids go there now, and the school board is going to close it.’ Only then did he consider it.”

“From our point of view, it was appealing,” Lucchino said, “because instead of being in the far northeast quadrant of Baltimore, which was hard to get in and out of and hard to park, this was a more prominent and easier-to-find location, particularly for people coming from the south in Maryland and Washington and that area. It seemed like a way to appease the people in Baltimore by keeping it in Baltimore, but also making it as convenient as possible to the people in the south, particularly Washington.”

Williams made the final decision on Camden Yards during a phone call with Schaefer. After Williams put down the phone, he turned to Lucchino and said, “Larry, sometimes in life you’ve got to make a decision. It’s like trying to build a house halfway between your wife and your girlfriend. You’ve just got to make a commitment.”

At that moment, Williams committed to Baltimore, but the Camden Yards site had its share of critics. With Inner Harbor so close, many believed that there was already too much traffic in the area and that people coming in there for games would create monumental traffic jams. So perhaps the most remarkable facet of the April 6, 1992, opening day at Camden Yards was the surprising ease with which people were able to reach the ballpark and leave. “One of the reasons the site works so well is because people get there and are in a good mood because they don’t have a lot of traffic to deal with,” Herb Belgrad said.

The next consideration was the whole concept of building a baseball-only facility. The idea of a traditional, old-fashioned ballpark is moot if a multi-purpose facility is built. The initial decision, at least from the Maryland Stadium Authority’s point of view, was to build a combination football-baseball facility. Lucchino went into this believing that a baseball-only facility was needed, and he convinced Williams to push for one. “I told Ed that we looked around at all the best baseball teams in the country, and the ones that have been the most stable, the most storied, the most competitive and prosperous have one thing in common—they play in a baseball-only park,” Lucchino recalled. “I said the Red Sox, and he had a real weakness for the Red Sox. If he could own one franchise, he wanted to own the Red Sox. I cited the Red Sox, the Yankees, the Dodgers, and the Cubs as successful franchises that all had traditional, baseball-only facilities, and the ballpark is part of the appeal. I said to him, ‘We should talk about a baseball-only facility and not just one stadium. We should be talking about two.’

“He looked at me like I was speaking Greek,” Lucchino continued. “He said, ‘Are you crazy? Two? You go out and talk about it, and when you get crucified, don’t mention my name.’ ”

Belgrad, after visiting Kansas City’s dual stadiums, was intrigued as well by the idea and asked architects, for example’s sake, if one stadium costs $5 million, would two cost $10 million? “They said no,” Belgrad related. “Then I asked them if you could put two stadiums in the Camden Yards area, and they said they would look into it. What they came back with shocked me. What they told us essentially is that it would cost just about $16.5 million more to build two stadiums than it would to build one multi-purpose stadium. Now this was with stadiums that were no frills, that didn’t have everything they have now at Camden Yards. But the way it worked out was that the costs to build a multi-purpose stadium to use for both baseball and football would be high because you have to build a super-structure, plus additional parking and other facilities that would incur tremendously greater costs than if they would build just a baseball stadium for baseball.”
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