
Cal League Tour 2004 

Tuesday, April 13, 2004 

This season, my buddy Jeff and I have taken it upon ourselves to visit every park in the 
California League. We're old and somewhat responsible these days, so the plan is to hit 
two towns a weekend, one weekend a month through August. 

The first phase of our journey saw us visit Lake Elsinore and Lancaster. So sit back, 
relax, and enjoy the drive. And don't forget the sunscreen. 

Saturday: San Diego to Lake Elsinore (and Points Be yond) 

We began what has become over the years a familiar drive at about 4:30 in the afternoon. 
Filled the car with gas, ourselves with coffee, and started up I-15. We passed all the usual 
suspects: Escondido, Fallbrook, Temecula. Of course, the Lawrence Welk Resort. I'd tell 
you about the sky but I don't remember much other than if there were any clouds, they 
were not of the variety that produce rain. 

We arrived at the Elsinore Diamond a little before 6:00, about an hour prior to first pitch: 
Storm vs Inland Empire (Mariners). Our seats were right behind the plate, exactly one 
row in front of my old season tickets. Sterling Hitchcock, the scheduled starter for the 
Storm, had been scratched due to an oblique strain and replaced by right-hander David 
Pauley. First-round pick Tim Stauffer was to make his debut the following afternoon (and 
top Mariner prospect Felix Hernandez had worked Friday night for the opposition), but 
Pauley is a solid prospect (ranked #8 among Padre farmhands by Baseball America) in 
his own right and I was anxious to see him in person. 



 

David Pauley warms up. 

Pauley, true to the scouting reports, spotted his fastball around 88-91 MPH. Every once 
in a while he'd dial it up a notch or two, but for the most part he was in that range. 
Pauley's curveball, by most accounts his best pitch, wasn't fooling a lot of folks this night. 
As a result, the Storm fell behind early and never were really in the game. They ended up 
losing, 16-4. All you need to know about this one is that on a stolen base attempt early 
on, Storm catcher Andres Pagan fired a laser that might have nailed the runner had it not 
hit a squatting Pauley squarely in the back. I've seen Pagan play before; he's actually a 
good defensive catcher. This was just one of those nights where nothing goes right. 

 

Casper the pig makes the long journey back to his house after delivering baseballs to the 
umpire. 



After the game (hey, it's a long ride; can't stay in one place too long) we made the 
obligatory yet oh-so-satisfying In 'n' Out stop. Double-double, animal style. Thus 
refueled, we started back up the I-15 in search of a place to spend the night so that our 
drive to Lancaster the following morning would be lessened somewhat. What we found 
was Norco, a town just to the north of Corona, which inevitably reminded me of the late 
Mike Darr. 

Sunday: Norco to Lancaster, to San Diego 

Our first order of business, after settling the hotel bill, was to find breakfast and, more 
importantly, a cup of coffee. The general rule is that where there's an exit, there's a 
Denny's. We soon discovered the lesser-known corollary to that rule: Unless you actually 
are looking for a Denny's, in which case you won't find one. 

We drove through Norco, we drove through Ontario. Heck, we even drove around a mall 
in Rancho Cucamonga that--I kid you not--features 52 separate movie screens. 

No Denny's. 

Eventually we stumbled onto a Coco's and stuffed ourselves with carbs and caffeine. 
After breakfast we continued up I-15 to Cajon Junction, where we hung a left at SR-138. 
This road wanders through the San Bernardino National Forest, past Wrightwood and 
Phelan, through Pinon Hills, Pearblossom, and Littlerock, and finally dumps into SR-14 
at Palmdale. From there it's just a couple miles up the freeway to Lancaster and the 
Hangar. 

The drive is mainly dust, cactus, and palm trees. An occasional abandoned building. The 
road isn't as devoid of human activity as, say, SR-247 from Lucerne Valley to Barstow. 
But it is mighty desolate. Things start to get really strange when you see a tiny dirt path 
off to the left that is marked with a sign that says, in alarming earnestness, "227th St." 
You spend the next 40 minutes watching for similar signs and finding it difficult to 
believe that somewhere beyond this nothingness there will be a "First Street." Who could 
have conceived of such an infrastructure? To what purpose? When you are driving 
through the middle of nowhere, the notion that someone at some time envisioned this as a 
place where people might thrive is absolutely mind-boggling. 

But there it is, and there you are. And there, after many miles, is Palmdale. Sprawling in 
the shadow of Edwards Air Force Base, Palmdale is perhaps best known to Padre fans as 
the home of Matt Harrington, a promising young right-hander who, for reasons difficult 
to swallow, never had a career. As someone who has lived in large cities all my life, I 
look at Palmdale and see the type of place that a talented kid would leave in a heartbeat to 
pursue his dreams. But what do I know? There may well be a thousand more towns 
scattered throughout the country that are just like Palmdale, with countless talented kids 
whose names we'll never know. 



Regardless, Lancaster is the next town along the Antelope Valley Freeway and it is at 
Avenue I that we exit for the stadium. This afternoon's contest features the Lancaster 
JetHawks (Diamondbacks) and the High Desert Mavericks (Brewers). 

 

Entrance to Lancaster's "Hangar." 

As at Elsinore, we sat behind home plate, this time two rows back. From this vantage 
point, you can see cars and trucks passing on the freeway behind the batters' eye in center 
field. The mountains that surround the basin only become visible on moving down the 
lines. Snow-capped peaks are visible to the east from the third base side. On a cloudless 
day in the mid-80s, this is a cruelly refreshing touch. 

 

Snow-capped peaks behind the first base dugout at the Hangar. 

Lancaster is known as one of the best hitting parks in the Cal League, partly because it is 
about 2500 feet above sea level and partly because of the winds, especially at night. In 
the game we were at, the wind swirled and shifted constantly but only gusted once or 
twice. One local we talked to suggested that the ball carries a lot better at night. (This 



same person also defended the opposition's stealing second in the eighth inning of an 8-2 
game; it is worth noting that nobody on the JetHawks so much as batted an eye when that 
happened.) 

The game itself wasn't particularly well played. Arizona prospect Conor Jackson took 
some nice cuts at the plate. He didn't have a great line, but he did a nice job going after a 
couple of good breaking balls. Jackson reminded me a little, physically, of the Angels' 
Tim Salmon. Big, strapping kid. Obvious power. A bit raw in left field. Good idea at the 
plate, probably a shade too good for the league. 

 

The JetHawks' Conor Jackson waits for his pitch. 

A few familiar faces at the park. Right-hander Nick Neugebauer is rehabbing with the 
High Desert Mavericks and was charting pitches for this game. Former big-leaguer Wally 
Backman manages the Lancaster squad and dropped a few choice words well within 
earshot of several children when the umpires failed to call a ball foul that appeared to 
have bounced off the batter's foot. I like to think that if I had kids, I'd have explained 
Backman's behavior by noting that everyone has his own way of celebrating Easter. I 
wouldn't have, of course, but I like to think that I might have. 

Speaking of umpires, if you've ever thought that officiating baseball games might be your 
calling, I recommend paying a visit to Lancaster, preferably during the summer. Cal 
League umpires work in two-man crews. One guy calls balls and strikes, the other mans 
the field. Man on first, left-handed batter at the plate. Check swing. Did he go? Ask the 
umpire standing behind first base who is looking square at the hitters' back. 

Same situation, batter launches one down the left-field line. Is it fair or foul? Look at the 
foul poles at the Hangar. Now think of a guy kicking a field goal in the NFL. Now 
imagine that the official is standing behind the other end zone. And that the goal posts 
only extend half as high as normal. And there's only one goal post. And the kicker is 
using a baseball. Absurd, perhaps, but these are the conditions. 

At any rate, after the game, the kids dumped onto the field to collect Easter eggs and we 
headed back the way we came. Three hours of dirt, crazy kids racing down I-15 in their 



ridiculous trucks, and Wilco later, we were home. Glad to have gone, glad to be home. 
Already thinking vaguely about next month's jaunt into the inner reaches of California... 

Tuesday, May 25, 2004 

This month's trip took us to Adelanto and Rancho Cucamonga. I'd been to the Epicenter 
on more than one occasion, but this would be my first visit to Friendly Maverick 
Stadium. 

Saturday: San Diego to Adelanto (Or Somewhere in Th at General 
Area) 

Adelanto lies 73 miles north of Los Angeles, up the I-15 and off a few miles along US-
395. Rumor has it there is an actual town somewhere, but we saw only a truck stop, 
Bravo Burgers, and the ballpark. Conveniently, all are clustered together just to the right 
of nowhere and even share a parking lot. 

 

Bravo Burgers. 

From the outside, the park looks like most of the other SoCal parks in the Cal League. A 
little older, more understated perhaps, but built along the same lines of the facilities in 
Lancaster and Elsinore. 

 



Entrance to Friendly Maverick Stadium. 

We sat directly behind home plate, front row. If there is a better way to spend eight 
bucks, I have yet to find it. My pictures from inside the stadium didn't come out too great, 
but if you want to get a feel for the place, check out this photo tour. 

The oddest features at Friendly Maverick Stadium are the "sky boxes," which can't be 
more than 20 feet above field level and which are basically brick partitions accessible 
only by a door in the back. Or by hopping over the thigh-high brick wall in front. 

 

Living Large in Adelanto. 

Amazingly, in only the second time I've seen Elsinore play this year, I again saw the 
Storm catcher nail his pitcher in the back on a throw to second. This time it was on a 
pitch that scooted maybe 10-15 feet away from the plate. Runner from first ended up 
scoring all the way from first on a play that defies description. Incidentally, that is the "1" 
there in the bottom of the eighth that proved to be the game winner. 

 

Mavs Win. 



Sunday: Adelanto to San Diego, via Rancho Cucamonga  

The Epicenter at Rancho Cucamonga is pretty much the class of the California League. 
[Bill Mitchell gives a nice rundown of the stadium, complete with pix, over at Top 
Prospect Alert.] 

One of the cool things about the Epicenter is that it is surrounded by several softball 
fields. Local rec leagues actually play on these fields before, during, and after Quakes 
games. We sat and watched a game for a while as we waited for the stadium to open. You 
can actually catch the softball action from parts of the concourse inside the Epicenter. 
Not that you'd want to, but it's there if you need it. 

On this day, the Spam truck made an appearance. 

 

Yummy Spam. 

So did an endless stream of Little Leaguers before the game. Tim Salmon, on rehab 
assignment, did not play. But Seattle phenom Felix Hernandez did. 

 

Seattle phenom Felix Hernandez. 

Rated the Mariners' #1 prospect by Baseball America, Hernandez featured a fastball that 
ran 91-94 according to the scoreboard readings, occasionally touching 95. But his 
command was off, and the killer breaking ball I'd read about never materialized. Final 



line: 4 IP, 8 H, 7 R, 5 ER, 3 BB, 3 SO, 2 HR. Not quite what I was expecting, but even 
the brightest talents have their bad days. 

And even the worst days at a ballgame are better than the best days most anywhere else. 
Next up on the tour, Stockton and Modesto... 

 

Rancho Cucamonga mascot Tremor. 

Tuesday, June 15, 2004 

Gone were the days of 2- to 3-hour jaunts up the I-15, gone the days of slick new 
ballparks. Now it was time to get serious. 

We left San Diego a little after 8 AM Saturday to catch a 7 PM game at Stockton. The 
map sites say it's about a 7-hour trip. Expecting LA traffic and not wanting to arrive late 
after driving all day, we took no chances. 

Remarkably enough, we sailed through Los Angeles and didn't make our first stop until 
Magic Mountain. Burger King for a cup of coffee-flavored water. Hamburger for me, 
cancer stick for Jeff. You decide which is worse. 

After spending most of the morning talking about our respective jobs, we started in on the 
tunes. Kings of Leon, Tindersticks, and a fascinating band called The Decemberists. 

Jeff always hooks me up with good music. Left to my own devices I'm either listening to 
jazz or practicing songs that I "sing" with the band. So it's reassuring every now and then 
to hear new stuff that, shall we say, doesn't suck. 

Good tunes and convo helped make the long drive go by quickly (although not quickly 
enough to escape the unbelievable stench of cattle that hit us somewhere between Avenal 
and Los Banos), and soon we had arrived in Stockton. 



In deference to a levee that had just broken in town and tied up several roads, we avoided 
SR-4 and instead took a circuitous route that introduced us to some interesting parts of 
Stockton. We quickly made our way out of those parts of Stockton and toward 
downtown. 

On our last trip, we stumbled onto an awesome Asian buffet within walking distance of 
our hotel in Rancho Cucamonga. This time I figured it would be better to come prepared 
and not rely on good fortune. So I did what any self-respecting geek would do. I entered 
stockton asian buffet into Google. Check the third entry. Any domain with "fanboy" in it 
is going to give you the dirt on good, cheap Asian food. I got directions to the concisely 
named "China Buffet" and on our way through town we scoped out the joint. It was in a 
shopping center that had at least two Vietnamese restaraunts in it. A very good sign. 
Reminded me a little of the area around El Cajon and Euclid in San Diego, on a much 
smaller scale. 

We figured we'd hit that on the way out of town in the morning. But now the priority was 
finding a place to stay. After a few minutes, we checked into a chain hotel on March 
Lane, which seems to be where all the chain hotels are in Stockton. 

From there it was off to the ballpark. A few things to know about Billy Hebert Field: 

·  It is owned by the city and sits in the middle of Oak Park. 
·  It was built in 1947 and feels nothing at all like the newer structures sprinkled 

throughout the southern stretches of the Cal League. Watching a game here is an 
entirely different experience. 

·  It is named in honor of a baseball player who was Stockton's first casualty in 
World War II. 

History (because it's a neat story) and pix (because some nameless dolt left his camera in 
the hotel room): 

·  History of Billy Hebert Field 
·  Billy Hebert Field 

I've grown accustomed to the newer parks in Elsinore and Rancho, and on balance I find 
them more comfortable. But there is a history, a vibe, at the older venues that can't be 
duplicated. If you're a musician, it's like the difference between tube amps and solid state. 
The latter is technically superior, but the former gives tones that cannot be achieved by 
any other means. 

The one real complaint I would have about the park, although it didn't affect me too much 
as a fan, is the lighting. As the sun sets over the left field fence, shadows emerge. Large 
shadows. Not optimal playing conditions. 

I'm sure Jeff will mention the fine concessions, so I won't spend much time on 'em (hot 
dog, fries, and a soda for $6.50). As for the game itself, the only guys who really stood 



out for me were Stockton's Vince Sinisi and Ben Kozlowski. Sinisi. a former standout at 
Rice, hit an absolute bomb to right. He also drew a walk or two. Like High Desert's 
Conor Jackson, Sinisi just doesn't have bad at-bats. At least he didn't that night. Very 
advanced approach for that level. Did a great job of getting into good counts and either 
hitting the ball hard or taking a free pass. 

Kozlowski, a former Brave farmhand who is returning from off-season TJ surgery, didn't 
appear to have much velocity. But his stuff moved and he located the ball well on both 
sides of the plate. Batters went back to the dugout baffled by his sequences. To take 
nothing away from Kozlowski, who showed he has an idea of how to pitch, it was clear 
that some of these kids had never seen a skillful finesse pitcher. In their defense, such an 
animal is hard to find in A-ball. 

Wednesday, June 16, 2004 

After convincing the front desk that we did not, in fact, spend $20 at the bar Saturday 
night and shouldn't be charged for someone else's drinks, we headed off to China Buffet. 
Oh yeah, sjfanboy set us up real good. It lacked the Mongolian barbecue that the place in 
Rancho had, but after a long day of driving, and with another such day ahead, it hit the 
spot. 

From there it was off to Starbucks and then down SR-99 to Modesto. As in Stockton, the 
ballpark in Modesto is located within a city park. John Thurman Field, built in 1952, sits 
directly opposite Modesto Municipal Golf Course. You can actually watch golfers from 
the concourse (this is similar to the Epicenter in Rancho, where you can watch folks play 
softball). 

For the first time on our trip, we didn't sit behind home plate. Instead, we sat right on top 
of the third base dugout. Great seats, but two caveats: 

·  Don't talk a lot during innings, especially when a left-hander is up to bat; there is 
no netting, and reaction time is almost nil. 

·  If you go to a day game, bring a seat cushion. Even though the seats are plastic, 
they don't fold up so the sun beats down on them and gets them nice and toasty. 
Even on a pleasant day such as the one we had (mid-80s, decent breeze), you 
don't want skin or clothes to make contact with the seat. 

 

Looking out over the third base dugout toward right field. 



We actually missed the very start of the contest. By the time we reached our seats, the 
bases were loaded with nobody out in the top of the first. Three walks. Next batter 
smokes a grand slam. Welcome to Modesto. 

After seeing the home team lose in our first two games, we were now on a streak of three 
straight victories. And sure enough, a couple innings later the A's had scrapped back and 
pulled to within one. 

Then in the fifth, A's skipper Von Hayes got tossed for arguing with plate umpire 
Brandon Cooney over a pop foul that saw Cooney get tangled up with Modesto's catcher, 
resulting in the ball harmlessly falling to the ground. [Side note: I once had to physically 
leave the room during a Roto draft at UCLA when Hayes' name was put up for bid; he 
had been one of my favorite players and burned me badly the previous year.] As Hayes 
was walking back to the dugout, Cooney grabbed the baseball and tossed it so that it 
would roll past Hayes. 

 

Unidentified umpire steps in to moderate recipe exchange between Modesto manager 
Von Hayes and home plate umpire Brandon Cooney. 

Von Hayes is a big dude. Cooney, not so much. Hayes turned around, got into Cooney's 
face and proceeded to kick dirt all over his shoes. Now we here at Ducksnorts don't 
condone this sort of behavior, but it was hilarious. 



The A's then scored seven times in the bottom half of the inning and ended up winning, 
14-6. Not a lot of memorable performances on either side. Modesto shortstop Omar 
Quintanilla, the A's #7 ranked prospect, looked okay but not great. The right fielder for 
Bakersfield, Luis Mateo, had an absolute hose. Man, he made some nice throws. 

 

We weren't the only ones anxious to see the game end. 

With the game well in hand, we left after the seventh. My enduring memories of John 
Thurman Field are the two friendly locals who sat next to us, and the noise generated by 
folks stomping the bleachers to rally the home team. The facility is hardly state of the art, 
but for the overall experience, it has been one of the better stops to this point. 

The drive home was mainly a quest for decent coffee. Carls Jr. in Fresno? Blech. Thanks 
to Jeff's cell phone, which has Internet access, we were able to find a Starbucks in 
Bakersfield. Got there just as they were closing for the night. 

Coffee in hand, it was back down SR-99 and then I-5, past the Staples Center (where the 
Lakers had just been thwacked in Game 1 of the NBA Finals), through Orange County, 
and finally home. We had completed another successful journey. And tired as we may 
have been, we were ready for the next leg of our tour. 

Monday, July 19, 2004 

By now we had become intimately familiar with the drive up I-5 and SR-99, and its 
associated sights, sounds, and smells (helpful hint: don't stop at the McDonald's in 
McFarland). Our Saturday night game would be at Bakersfield, to watch the 
appropriately named Blaze take on the visiting San Jose Giants. 



 

Sam Lynn Ballpark, from the parking lot. 

The first thing to know about Sam Lynn Ballpark is that the sun sets directly behind 
center field. Even with a giant shield and a row of tall trees behind the outfield fence, the 
game's start was delayed by a good 15-20 minutes while we waited for the sun to pass 
below the shield. 

 

Sun setting behind center field shield. 

We sat directly behind, and slightly below, home plate. The playing field was roughly at 
our chest level while seated. This proved to a bit disorienting at times, as did the location 
of the dugouts, which are located beyond third and first base. (Trevor Wilson, San Jose's 
pitching coach, actually came out to to do the slow walk at one point, then realized where 
he was and picked up the pace, still taking a good amount of time to reach the mound.) 

The game itself featured a matchup between right-handers Brian Stirm (SJ) and Mark 
Comolli (Bak). Their respective stats entering the contest: 

           IP  H HR BB SO  ERA   BA 
Stirm    75.1 79  9 28 52 3.70 .268 
Comolli  74.0 88  5 79 55 7.18 .306 
 



On paper, it looked like a mismatch. But as we all know, they 
don't play the games on paper. Comolli is a knuckleballer. He 
worked deep into counts, and nobody (catcher, coaches, umpire, 
opposing hitters) looked real comfortable with him out there. But 
he battled and kept his team in the game. Comolli's mates 
reciprocated by scoring nine runs for 
him, as the Blaze defeated the Giants, 9-
5, thus extending our streak to five 
games in which the home team had 
won. 

The Blaze, as you might expect from an 
affiliate of the Devil Rays, is filled with very aggressive hitters. 
The most impressive of the bunch on this night was right fielder 
Luis Mateo, who singled, doubled, and homered in four at-bats. 
He also had a terrific arm, which he liked to display regardless 
of whether it was appropriate (could help explain the 10 errors 
he's made this year). 

Statistically speaking, Mateo is the least disciplined at the plate. Entering the contest, his 
SO:BB ratio was 96:8. That's not even the most amazing part. What's mind-blowing is 
that this represented an improvement over last year at the same level. Check this out: 

       AB BB  SO  
2004  290  8  96 
2003  400  8 130 

In looking at him physically and watching him on the field, it was immediately obvious 
that Mateo is a gifted athlete. But it's mighty tough to parlay numbers like those at Class 

A into a big-league paycheck. 

The one other player who grabbed my attention was San Jose 
right-hander Brooks McNiven, who worked five solid innings of 
relief after starter Stirm made an early exit. McNiven was a 
fourth-round pick of the Giants last year out of the University of 
British Columbia (teammate of Colorado prospect Jeff Francis). 
Ranked #16 by Baseball America among Giant prospects, 
McNiven is a lanky kid who throws just hard enough, keeps the 
ball around the plate, and appeared to have terrific movement on 
his pitches this night. Who knows what will become of a Class A 
pitcher, but he impressed me. 

Other memories that will stay with me from Bakersfield: 

·  Because the dugouts are so far from home plate, there is no actual on-deck circle. 
Instead there is a little nook where bats are kept. Two hitters make the journey 



from the dugout to the nook and kind of hang out there until it's time to bat. Think 
recreational softball league. 

·  Bad hot dogs. Boiled, rubbery. No amount of condiments helped. 
·  The giant posters (see above) of greats who passed through Bakersfield on their 

way to stardom. A good reminder that everyone starts their path the same way. 
·  Blaze manager Mako Oliveras getting tossed after the field umpire summoned the 

wrong reliever. Apparently there were two guys up in the 'pen, one lefty and one 
righty. Oliveras motioned with his right hand, so the umpire called for the right-
hander. An animated discussion followed, and Oliveras got run. The clubhouse is 
beneath the field, and apparently the only entrance from the field is via a gate next 
to the on-deck nook. Very odd. 

·  Quite possibly the funniest performance ever from a fan. Most drunken 
loudmouths I've seen at games are amusing, at best, to precisely one person. But 
this guy was hilarious. He had a full act. Very little to do with baseball, very un-
PC, very funny. 

·  The pathetic attempts of a couple other fans who tried to take his stage. One 
woman was yelling out stuff that just didn't make sense. She obviously was a fan 
of the home team, but I'm not sure she really understood how the game is played. 
The other was from a much older man in a wheelchair, who started shouting at the 
plate umpire about how if he were 25 he'd come down and give him an ass-
whooping. It could've been funny, but he said it with a little too much venom and 
like he thought that just maybe he could still do it even now. Really, it was just 
sad. 

Monday, August 23, 2004 

 

Recreation Park in Visalia. 

Expectations of Visalia weren't particularly high, which made for a pleasant surprise as 
we drove through downtown. The main street was clean and appealing, in the mode of 
many Southern California coastal towns between, say, Ventura and Santa Cruz. 

The stadium, housed within Recreation Park, is one of the smallest in all of professional 
baseball, holding fewer than 1700 occupants per game. It is so small that it actually does 
not have a name. 



That said, the park has a certain charm. For starters, it sits directly across the street from 
Shirley's Wig and Breast Prosthesis Salon. 

 

Shirley's Wig and Breast Prosthesis Salon. 

It would be possible to hit a foul ball directly into Shirley's parking lot. More likely, 
however, are balls landing in the front yard of any of several houses off the right field 
side of the stadium. 

Put simply, the park is directly in the middle of a neighborhood. This is in dramatic 
contrast to facilities in, e.g., Lake Elsinore and Adelanto, which are fairly well isolated 
from their surroundings. 

As for the game, it was delayed 10 minutes at the start due to some overzealous watering 
of the field: 

 

Sprinklers set to "stun." 

Once the contest started, we were treated to a spectacular, if unexpected, pitching 
peformance from Rancho Cucamonga right-hander Jean Toledo. His ERA now is a cool 
5.11, but at the time of this start it sat at a whopping 6.68. 

Toledo proceeded to throw one of the best games I've ever seen from a professional 
pitcher, possibly even better than the no-no Mario Ramos carried into the eighth a few 
years ago. Toledo allowed a two-out single back to the mound to Ryan Spilborghs in the 
second, and a one-out single off the bat of Bernie Gonzalez that scooted under the glove 
of third baseman Greg Porter in the eighth. Spilborghs also reached on an error in the 
fifth, scoring his squad's only run of the game. The two singles were very makeable 



plays. It's no small exaggeration to say that Toledo was a few inches from a no-hitter. His 
final line: 

  IP H R ER BB SO 
9.0  2 1  0  2  5 

On the offensive side of things, Rancho shortstop Erick Aybar was the big star, homering 
twice and knocking a double. Aybar, best known for his speed, showed surprising pop 
from the left side of the plate, with all three extra base hits being driven to right field. 

 

That's the ball game, folks.. 



Tuesday, September 8, 2004 

 

San Jose Municipal Stadium. 

Our final jaunt just as easily could have been called "Murphy's Leg" or "Running on 
Fumes." We accomplished what several months earlier we'd set out to do. We had 
survived. We had endured. We had prevailed. 

But it wasn't pretty. 

We left San Diego a little after 9 AM Saturday morning. We did so under the following 
assumptions: 

1. The game in San Jose started at 7 PM. 
2. It would take us 8 hours to get to San Jose via San Luis Obispo—well worth the 

extra hour to avoid yet another dusty day on I-5. 

First rule of a road trip? Bring lots of water, just in case. Second rule? If you have a 
destination in mind that is time-dependent, make damn sure you get the time right. As it 
turned out, the game was scheduled for 5 PM. My fault (but of course I blame the dog). 

This eliminates our cushion but still gives us enough time to make it to the game in the 
first couple of innings. Enter assumption #2. Eight hours from San Diego to San Jose up 
US-101? Try six hours to Santa Barbara. Bumper-to-bumper traffic pretty much from 
downtown LA through Goleta. Uh-oh. New goal: Make it to the ballpark before the game 
finishes. 

Traffic clears up, and I do mental calculations each time we pass a sign telling us how 
many miles to San Jose. Each time, it comes out the same: If we average 70-75 mph the 
rest of the way, we should arrive around 7:15. 



We do, and we do. Park the car on the street, head to the ticket office. We can already see 
the scoreboard. 

 

Sevens wild. 

Woman at the office tells us we can head on in, no charge. Tie game, we're hoping maybe 
for some extra innings. But really we're just grateful to be out of the car and at a game. 

 

Random Modesto batter. 

And, as we soon realize, we are also tired and hungry. Thanks to some sloppy defense, 
Modesto pushes across three runs in the top of the ninth and holds on to win. We have 
spent 10 hours in a car to watch two innings of baseball. Before we leave, we manage to 
snap a few pictures of the place. 

The Cal League mileage chart tells us just how far it is from one venue to the next. 
Tomorrow's stop, Inland Empire, is a mere 397 miles from our current location. How 
comforting. 



 

Cal League mileage chart. 

There is also a wall that contains all kinds of obscure facts about the Cal League, 
including the final standings from the 1898 season. We try to imagine how well teams 
named the Babies and the Prune Pickers would fare in the 21st century. 

 

1898 Cal League standings. 

One great thing about the stadium in San Jose is that it's in the middle of a heavily Asian 
part of town, which means no trouble finding good eats. We drop ourselves at a random 
Vietnamese place and feast, accompanied by some Asian music award show on 
television. Jeff will recall with pride having eaten raw beef salad, and I will vouch for 
him. 

Next it's 70 minutes east to our old nemesis, I-5. We stay the night at Santa Nella, a town 
where there are three things to do: 

·  get gas 
·  eat 
·  sleep 



We do all these things, and in the morning head south to the final stop on our tour. You 
may ask yourself what the heck is Inland Empire. Go ahead, I'll wait. 

 

Arrowhead Credit Union Park. 

Basically, it's San Bernardino with a heavier theme song. And hot. It's 104 when we pull 
into town around 3:30, down to 95ish by the time we leave after the seventh-inning 
stretch. 

 

View from third base side looking down right field line. 

Here is where I would give you details of the game if I could remember them. Rancho 
Cucamonga right-hander Steven Shell featured a nasty breaking ball but hung a couple of 
'em at inopportune times. Despite his gaudy strikeout totals this season, he wasn't 
overpowering. But he would throw any of his pitches at any time in the count, which 
often baffles Class A hitters. 

Shell surrendered home runs to Wladimir Balentien and Jesus Guzman. Both of these 
kids are just 20 years old and look like they can play. We also got our first look at 
Michael Garciaparra. Like his brother, he's very aggressive at the plate and he plays with 
his batting gloves between just about every pitch. 



 

Inland  empire lefty Thomas Oldham toes the slab. 

Inland Empire southpaw Thomas Oldham was in control pretty much the whole night. By 
the seventh, he'd turned things over to the 'pen and we'd had enough of the road. One 
final stretch of I-15, through Riverside, Elsinore, Temecula, Escondido, and finally back 
home. 

No question the road kicked our behinds. But I like to think we kicked its in the process. 


