The Boys of Summer
2002
Early in 2009 I put together a summary of various trips I’d taken in 1998 called “Trips I Never Wrote About”. The idea for that
came about while going through photo albums to revise my other travelogues. I noticed another gap while looking through different
photo albums—the summer of 2002. I did take a big vacation that summer, joining my brother Paul and my sister Margaret as they
escorted high school kids to Europe. I also took a quiz bowl group down to New Orleans in 2002. Both of those trips were written up,
but they were far from all I did that summer.
2002 would be the first of many summers I’d spend watching countless professional baseball games. I detailed trips to
California and Alabama in later travelogues, but I never wrote a word about the countless getaways I made to Midwestern parks in the
summer of 2002. I ended up visiting at least nine different parks in the Class A Midwest League, as well as a handful of big league
parks. Probably because they were comparatively close to home and none was an extended trip, I never bothered chronicling these. It
seems appropriate, though to at least provide some recounting of the first great baseball summer.

Brad Nelson’s first professional baseball card, from Upper Deck

Background
The point of these getaways was to see Brad Nelson, one of my former Garrigan students. I’d gotten to know Brad in high
school better than almost any of my other students—and not just through sports. Brad was in our accelerated math program. His
senior year I taught him in what the kids call “Math V” (a class officially referred to as “Continuous and Discrete Mathematics”) and also

in a college night class in Statistics. Brad was also president of the student council, and he helped organize our intramural basketball
program. He was in quiz bowl, and he was a frequent announcer on our weekly “Bear Facts” radio show (which I think earned him his
only non-sports activity letter in high school). I’ve followed Garrigan’s baseball and basketball teams for years, and those were the two
sports where Brad excelled. I still remember working as the P.A. announcer at the first varsity baseball game he played in—as an
eighth grader. I had no clue who this overgrown kid was, but he quickly made sure no one could forget his name. The following year
I’d see him hit two consecutive home runs that both landed on the roof of the school in Hampton.
Brad went on to break just about every baseball record at the school, and the Golden Bear team he played on still holds the
Iowa state records for most home runs, RBIs, and runs scored in a season. He also owns several school records in basketball,
including the almost unbreakable record of 63 points in a single game. Watching him play against future NBA star Nick Collison (from
North Central Conference rival Iowa Falls) was a real treat.
Brad’s friends and teammates were also gifted athletes. Some of them probably could have probably played baseball or
basketball in college if they’d wanted. It was always pretty clear, though, that they were mostly playing for fun, while with Brad it was
something else. At Brad’s wedding last fall, I visited with his friends—who now hold careers ranging from teaching to optometry to law
to financial services. I remember once when he was in high school asking Brad what his plans were if for some reason baseball didn’t
work out. While he had a couple of ideas, it was clear he didn’t intend to allow that to happen. If he had any control over things at all,
baseball would be his future.
It was no surprise to anyone when Brad’s name came up in the 2001 baseball amateur draft. Professional scouts had been
coming to Garrigan games since he was a sophomore, and he had spent much of his senior year flying around the country at the
invitation of big league teams, demonstrating his skills to them. He was actually drafted somewhat higher than most of us in Iowa had
dared hope, being selected by the Milwaukee Brewers early in the fourth round (of fifty). Brad spent most of the summer negotiating
with the Brewers, while at the same time playing for an AAU team in Kansas City that ended up winning the national championship. He
reached a deal in late July and reported to the Brewers; rookie training facility in Phoenix.
Brad spent only a couple weeks with the rookie league in Phoenix. That team is primarily designed for foreign players
(virtually all of his teammates there spoke only Spanish), but it’s also where the Brewers send new prospects who are drafted straight
out of high school. While in Phoenix Brad shared a room at a Red Roof Inn with other ballplayers and played midday games in
o
temperatures above 110 before “crowds” of ten or less at various Arizona parks that are mostly used for spring training.
He was soon promoted to the Brewers’ “advanced rookie” team in the Pioneer League. At the time the Brewers’ pioneer
league team was the Ogden Raptors in northern Utah. (The Brewers have since moved to Helena, Montana, and the Raptors are now
a Dodgers’ affiliate.) The Pioneer League features mostly players who were drafted out of college, and who therefore had three or four
more years of playing experience than Brad did. While he was one of the youngest players in the league, Brad held his own and did
well in Ogden.
Unlike the Arizona Brewers, the Raptors were a “real” team that marketed baseball to their community. They played in a
lovely new stadium with a view of the Wasatch Mountains, and they regularly drew around 5,000 fans. Perhaps sadly, this would be the
nicest home park Brad would have until he made it to Milwaukee. As a fan I was excited that the Raptors had a good website that
provided complete information on the team and free streaming audio of the local radio station airing their games. (When he was in
Arizona, I could only check the box scores.) I listened on my computer almost every night and stayed up late until the games were
finished. I was also just about the only person in the Midwest who ever wore a Raptors cap. …
I sent Brad a congratulatory card after he was drafted. I’d write him again on his arrival in Phoenix, and I sent a fax when he
was promoted to Ogden—something I’d repeat as he arrived in each of the many levels of professional baseball. I apologized for being
unable to get out to Arizona or Utah to see him, but I promised that I’d make a point of watching him play once he was in the Central
Time Zone. I’m generally a man of my word, and 2002 was when I made good on that promise.

Beloit Wisconsin
Brad was promoted again at the start of the 2002 season, and he’d spend most of the year playing A-ball for the Beloit
Snappers in the Midwest League. Beloit is on the Wisconsin/Illinois border, about an hour and a half northwest of Chicago, twenty
minutes north of Rockford, and forty-five minutes south of Madison. While it’s at least five hours from Algona, it’s still one of the closest
towns with professional baseball. Being close to Chicago made an added attraction for me. Several times during the summer of 2002
I’d head over to Beloit and make day trips into Chicago while I was there.
I still remember very distinctly the first trip I made to Beloit—not the exact date, but pretty much all the other details. I decided
to take a personal day at school, which was very unusual at the time. I had gone several years without taking a personal day, but—
given that the policy is “use it or lose it”—I figured this was as good of an excuse as any to take a day off school. I headed over to
Beloit on a Friday in April of 2002. It was rainy when I left, and gloomy skies followed me eastward. I didn’t hold out much hope that
they’d actually be playing ball that night. The weather got better as I got to Dubuque, though, and I had an uneventful drive through
western Illinois.

I remember driving through Rockford on the business route of U.S. 20. Rockford is in now way a beautiful city, and old
highway 20 definitely shows it at its worst. I drove past boarded up homes, abandoned strip malls, and run-down public housing
projects. The downtown area had far more consisted of a handful of professional offices and lots and lots of space for lease. The
overall feeling I got was that Rockford was a city that has been in decline for decades.
East of downtown business 20 becomes a comparatively new suburban strip. Even the business here is probably twenty
years old, but it is mostly still open and has been kept up better than anything in downtown or the west side. I remember stopping there
at a Valvoline quick oil change place. My car was slightly past due for an oil change, and at the time I didn’t care for any of the places
that might have done the service back home. While the attendants at Valvoline found it odd that a car with out-of-state plates would
stop there, they changed my oil efficiently.
I had made a reservation at the Sleep Inn in Rockford, which is right at the interchange of business 20 and the Northwest
Tollway (I-90, I-39, and US 51). I got there quite a bit before their designated check-in time, but that turned out to be no problem. In
fact, supposedly since I was a Choice Privileges member (which was still a fairly new program at the time), the clerk even gave me a
complimentary upgrade into an enormous room. It was still a very standard motel room, and it had seen a lot of wear. I had tons of
space to move about in, though.
I watched a bit of TV at the Sleep Inn. In particular, I remember watching MTV’s The Real World, which that year was doing
its filming in Chicago. The apartment where their young cast lived was right by the Damen station on the blue line of the ‘L’, and I
recognized a number of the nearby points of interest.
In the late afternoon I made my way up to Beloit. I’ve always hated the Northwest Tollway (and I still do), so I went in the back
way, on old highway 51. That made a 20-mile trip take over an hour, but it was not an unpleasant drive. I stopped for gas just inside
Wisconsin, at an extremely run-down convenience store. There I picked up a copy of the Beloit Daily News, and for the first of many
times when making baseball trips, I’d see Brad Nelson’s name in the lead sports story. Brad had hit two home runs yesterday,
including a walk-off that won the game for the Snappers. If I had money for all the times I’ve just missed an outstanding game of
Brad’s, I’d be a rich man today.
Like the teams in Burlington and
Clinton, the Snappers team is a non-profit
venture of the community. That means they’re
pretty much stuck with whatever stadium the city
gives them. The Snappers play at Pohlman
Field, which is located in Telfer Park, a city park
at the extreme northeast corner of Beloit. Telfer
Park shares a parking lot with a hockey arena
and a picnic pavilion. Since it’s a city park, that
means parking is free—a definite highlight
compared to most ballparks. The stadium itself
is considered old and run-down by pro baseball
standards, though I rather liked it. The place
consists of a metal grandstand with a low
cement block building behind it. The center of
the grandstand is covered, and its front is filled
with boxy light blue pre-formed plastic seats.
These seats don’t fold down like most stadium
seating. They just sit there, accumulating water,
leaves, dust, etc. and fading in the sunlight.
These are the only reserved seats in the
stadium, and there are no more than about 500
of them. The remainder of the grandstand (the
back of the center area and also the area down
the baselines) consists of metal bleachers with
Pohlman Field – Beloit, Wisconsin
general admission seating. The place looks a lot like the sort of stadium a large high school or small college might use, and in fact it is
used by several local schools as well as by the Snappers.
On many future occasions when I’d see Brad, he’d put my name on the pass list for free admission. I didn’t even know such a
thing was possible at this point, though, so I had reserved a ticket in advance on the Snappers’ website. I needn’t have bothered.
Pohlman Field draws very few fans, particularly on a chilly night in April. The park can accommodate about 3,500, but there weren’t
much more than a couple hundred there on this occasion. (As at most ballparks, the “official” attendance was higher—694 I think—
since that counts all tickets sold. In particular it counts season tickets, whether or not their buyers actually show up.) Most of those
who seemed to find coming to the ballpark their main social occasion. There were also a few college kids who were mostly there for
cheap beer, and a sprinkling of other people.

Behind the third base
bleachers at Pohlman Field is a
batting cage almost identical to what
we have set up on the balcony of
the gym at Garrigan. After entering
the park, I went over there and
happened to notice Brad Nelson
taking swings in the cage.
I
certainly didn’t want to distract him,
so I waited until he was finished to
say hello.
He seemed both
surprised and genuinely pleased
that I had gone to the trouble of
coming over to Beloit. I told him I’d
read about him in the paper and
congratulated him on the home runs
yesterday. Then I wished him well
and said I’d be rooting for him
tonight. He asked if I could stay
after the game and said to meet him
by the clubhouse (which was in a
separate cement block building,
across a walkway from the batting
cage) so he could talk to me then. I
said I would and again wished him
good luck, and he then made his
way to the clubhouse to get ready.
A typical “crowd” at Pohlman Field
It was a cold night in
(These photos are from the Minor League Ballparks website, but they show
Beloit! I had brought a lightweight
the stadium roughly as it looked to me the first time I went there.)
jacket with me, but I wished I had
brought my heavy coat. I also wished I’d brought gloves; my hands felt almost frozen by the end of the game. The temperature was
probably in the 50s, and the wind whipped through the park. The game was honestly not all that exciting, and if Brad hadn’t specifically
asked me to stick around afterwards, I very well might have left early.
The concessions in Beloit are outstanding. They have some of the best—
and also cheapest—food in baseball. The concessions remind me a lot of what we
do in the summer at Garrigan. They set up a grill in the plaza by the entrance, and
the smell of that permeates the ballpark. Their grilled hot dogs are outstanding, and
they have a wide variety of condiments available to put on them. At $2, they were
just about the cheapest sandwich available in any stadium in America. Pop, coffee,
and hot chocolate are also very affordable, with prices ranging from $1 to $2,
instead of the $5 to $7 range I’d see at many newer parks. Pohlman Field also
serves burgers, bratwurst, chicken sandwiches, Italian beef, and barbecued pork
sandwiches. Name any other standard stadium food, and it’s almost certainly there
as well—all at a reasonable price. I had a hot dog, some nachos, and a couple of
hot chocolates. I also made the mistake of getting Dippin’ Dots, a strange product
that consists of tiny pellets of ice cream. I’d never seen them before, though I’d later
find they’re available in just about every stadium—as well as malls, amusement
Snappers logo
parks, and pretty much anywhere else they can sell them. Ice cream was definitely
NOT what I wanted on so cold a night, but given that it was the most expensive thing they served ($3.50, I think), I felt compelled to
finish the dish.
In addition to a couple of food stands, Pohlman Field also has a nice little gift shop. Unlike some team shops, where the
selection is limited and tacky, the Snappers have a wide range of attractive merchandise—again at very affordable prices. My only
purchase on the first night was a yellow and green Snappers cap (which they had in an appropriate size for my big head—something
many minor league parks don’t keep in stock), but in my various trips there it would seem as if I’d buy out the store. I have a Snappers
beer glass and cocktail glass, for instance, as well as a wooden Snappers pen shaped like a baseball bat. I’d also buy a polo shirt
identical to what the park crew wore and a couple of interesting T-shirts with the amusing team logo. (One amusing shirt reads “FEAR
THE TURTLE!”)
Almost every night has some sort of promotional giveaway at Pohlman Field. The first game I was at was part of their home
opening series, and they were giving away magnetic schedule calendars. These were sponsored by the local Pepsi distributor, and I
still have one as part of my Pepsi collection at school. At other Snappers games I’d get a seat cushion and a flag, and a year after Brad
left the team I’d go back to Beloit to get a bobblehead doll with the likeness of my former student.

The Snappers, like most low-level minor league teams, have a wide
range of games and activities to fill the dead time between innings. I
remember these positively, but honestly there’s only one promotion I
remember specifically all these years later. That was 50-50. At every game
an old geezer went around selling raffle tickets. In one of the later innings
they’d draw a winner, who received 50% of the sales, with the other half
going to the team. Typical winnings ranged from $40 (which is probably
about what it was this first night) to $200—definitely not a big prize, but a fun
little raffle. I entered several times, but I never won a dime.
They had a good mascot at Pohlman Field. The Snappers are
apparently named after Turtle Creek, which flows into the Rock River at
Beloit and which is home to thousands of the namesake creature. Their logo
features a rather vicious looking turtle, and at each game someone was
dressed up as a much cuter turtle with an oversized baseball cap. “Snappy”
made the rounds of the park, spending lots of time with kids and also shaking
hands with those who didn’t appear to be regulars in the park. The mascot
came across as friendly, without being aggressively so—which is kind of hard
to pull off in a foam suit.
Brad batted clean-up for the Snappers and wore #31. The line-up
included a number of people who were good friends of his. They included
Mike Jones, the Brewers’ #1 draft pick in 2001 and at the time their top
prospect. Jones was tonight’s starting pitcher, though he didn’t throw a
terribly good game. Also in the line-up was shortstop Chris Barnwell, who
everyone called “Barney”. Barney was Brad’s road roommate and for years
his best friend in baseball. He grew up in Jacksonville, Florida, but having a
Canadian father qualified Barney to play for Team Canada in several
international events.

Justin Fickbohm (Brad’s cousin)
& David Burrow in Snappers shirts
at Garrigan’s 2002 Homecoming
Mike and Chris were especially good friends of Brad, because they
ived together during the off-season. Mike Jones used part of his … signing bonus to buy a condo in Phoenix, which he then shared
with Brad and Chris, and also future Brewers superstar J.J. Hardy (who spent almost his entire minor league career a level ahead of
Brad). I’d get to know Chris Barnwell quite well over the years, and I’d meet J.J. Hardy on multiple occasions (most recently when he
was a groomsman at Brad’s wedding). Both of them struck me as very pleasant young men. …
When I look back at the Snappers’ roster, I also recognize names like Ozzie Chavez, Dan Boyd, Brandon Gemoll, Travis
Hinton, Chris Saenz, Danny Kolb, Dan Hall, Jason Belcher, and Florian Villanueva. Many of these people would never advance
beyond A-ball. A few would remain Brad’s teammates as he progressed through the minor leagues, and others would be traded to
other professional teams. Only a couple would ever make it to the big leagues. Of the group only Mike Jones is still with the Brewers’
system, pitching middle relief at AAA Nashville in 2009. Everyone else is either playing for a different team (like Brad and Barney, who
is now at AAA Albuquerque) or completely out of the game (like most of the names listed here).
Brad had a walk and a couple of hits in this game, but he didn’t homer. He made a couple of decent plays at first base, but he
wasn’t called on to do anything spectacular. The Snappers lost mostly due to bad pitching, a weakness I’d notice at just about every
game I’d see in the next several years.
One of the problems with minor league pitching is that every pitcher is on a strict pitch count, meaning that once they have
reached a certain number of pitches, they must be taken out of the game. The reasoning is both that they don’t want to ruin any one
pitcher’s arm and also that in the low minor leagues they want to give all the pitchers a chance to show what they’ve got. Unfortunately
this doesn’t provide a strategy that leads to winning lots of games. Even when pitchers are doing very well, they’ll be taken out once
they reach their pitch count. Often they’re replaced by someone with no control at all. The relief pitcher may well give any lead that has
accumulated, yet they’ll be kept in the game until they reach their pitch count. More than once, for instance, I’ve seen a shaky relief
pitcher walk in the winning run—something that really shouldn’t happen in professional ball. It happens all the time in A-ball, though.
The park emptied out quickly after the game. Before long the only people in the plaza were a couple of guys cleaning stuff up,
a couple of the players’ girlfriends (or perhaps girls who wanted to be players’ girlfriends), and me. I shivered there for about twenty
minutes in the cold, but eventually Brad came out of the clubhouse. He suggested we have dinner, and while I’d already eaten more
than enough at the game, I agreed. His brand new Bravada SUV (the result of a signing bonus one-tenth the size of Mike Jones’) was
parked not far from my little Metro, and I followed him down to the suburban strip at the south end of Beloit. We ended up at
Applebees. I don’t think I’d ever been to that chain before, but I gather it’s a place ballplayers go a lot. They’re not overly expensive,
they serve good, filling food, and (perhaps most important), they’re something other than fast food that is open after night games. …
We stayed at Applebees …, mostly just talking. … He talked about the differences between the different levels of baseball
and noted that only about half of the players at each level will ever advance to the next. (That he ended up making it to the majors, in
spite of a serious injury, shows just how much raw talent he has.) He then told me a lot about what life as a Beloit Snapper was like.

Almost all the Snappers live in a run-down apartment complex at the south end of Janesville, a slightly larger city about ten
miles north of Beloit. The team apparently has some sort of a deal with the landlord there that allows players to rent month to month,
without a lease or deposit. The place sounded like the sort of complex that mostly rents to college students—furnished units with
utilities included that are old and very well worn, but minimally serviceable. I have no idea what the monthly rent is, but even split
among four roommates it likely eats up a fair chunk of the players’ income. …

The 2002 Beloit Snappers official team photo
On road trips, Class A teams travel by bus. To this day, when I see buses from “Lamers” or “Peoria Coach Lines”, I know
there’s a good chance it’s a minor league sports team on board. The buses are typically about two-thirds full, which means most
players are doubled-up with a seatmate. It’s traditional in baseball to have a day game on the last day of a series (“getaway day”), with
the bus leaving immediately after the game. They kill time on the bus by watching movies and playing hand-held video games. If the
destination is distant, they’ll travel through the night, saving the team the expense of a hotel. It’s not easy to sleep on a bus, particularly
with forty other guys on board.
While I didn’t learn it at this dinner, I’d find as Brad advanced through the levels of baseball that bus transport continues
through the AA level. In AAA the teams mostly travel by commercial plane (in coach), the only exception being very short trips (like Des
Moines to Omaha or Tacoma to Portland). The teams invariably are booked on the first flight of the day (meaning they have to be at
the airport around 4am) so that they can make alternate plans if something goes wrong. Major league teams travel by charter jet, with
the configuration similar to first class. Both AAA players and big leaguers are also expected to dress in appropriate clothing, the sort of
thing (normally a shirt and tie) a businessman might wear on a plane.
The hotels teams stay at get better with the higher levels of play. The visiting team hotel in Beloit, for instance, was a Comfort
Inn, and was considered one of the nicer places in the league. Super 8’s and Best Westerns are the norm in the Midwest League. (In
Rookie ball it was mostly Red Roof Inns Motel 6’s, and Econolodges. At the higher levels of the minors, the hotels tend toward Holiday
Inns, Hampton Inns, and Fairfield Inns, and in the majors they stay at Hiltons, Marriotts, Sheratons, and privately run elegant hotels.) At
all the minor league levels, two players share a double room; in the majors everybody gets a private room—which they often share with

their wife or girlfriend. Some big name players apparently negotiate their contracts to have a suite provided whenever they are on the
road.
The teams spend virtually all their time on the road at the hotel. They’ll go to the ballpark around 3:30pm, and return to the
hotel following the game. There’s usually a midnight curfew, and not much to do in the small cities they’re visiting during the day. That
means they spend a lot of time watching TV and playing cards or video games. (Halo, which was a new game at the time, was
apparently the favorite of Brad and his friends.)
… The bus will typically stop at a fast food place for lunch and a family restaurant (Bob Evans and Cracker Barrel are
apparently very common) for supper. Many of the ballparks provide a clubhouse buffet at a cost of $10 to the players. This is most
often either catered by either Pizza Hut or Subway and probably worth about half of what they charge. When there’s not a buffet, the
bus usually stops at a fast food place on the way back from the ballpark after the game. …

Brad Nelson scoring a run at Pohlman Field
I really had a great time talking with Brad. … He went out of his way to make me feel welcome and make me feel a part of his
life. That, more than anything, is why I went out of my way to see him as he advanced in baseball. On the surface Brad and I have
almost nothing in common, and he’s literally half my age. I really do think of him as a friend, though, and I’m proud to say he thinks of
me the same way.
I took the tollway back down to Rockford, and I remember being annoyed that even in the wee hours it was filled with traffic. I
got back to the motel around 1:30am. I only saw the one game on this trip. I forget why I didn’t stay through Saturday (I suppose I had
to read at church on Sunday or something), but in the morning I just drove back home. It had been a great trip, though, and it got me
hooked as a fan.
I’d go back to Beloit on several other occasions. A couple of times I came with Margaret, but much more often I was on my
own. At one time or another I stayed at just about every possible hotel in the Beloit area. None of these was in any way a good place
to stay. The best was probably that Comfort Inn where the visiting team stayed, and it was just a standard midrange motel. The worst
by far was a Knights Inn in South Beloit, just across the border in Illinois. With worn-out carpet, a rusted bathtub, and bugs crawling on
the windowsill, it was one of the worst places I’ve ever spent the night—and no great bargain either.

Brad did extremely well all summer long. He ended up leading all
of baseball (all major and minor league players) in runs batted in, and he
was named the Brewers’ minor league player of the year. He was by far
the most popular player in Beloit, and the local fans were delighted to get
to see anyone even vaguely associated with him. The “regulars” in Beloit
soon got to recognize my face, and they knew I was there to see Brad. A
few thought I was his father and congratulated me on his success. When
I corrected them and identified myself as one of Brad’s teachers, they
assumed I must have been his high school coach. I let it go at that. I have
pretty much nothing to do with Brad’s baseball ability, but if they want to
think I do, who am I to let them think otherwise.
It had been cold at that first game in Beloit, but before long
summer came. Those metal bleachers got HOT in summer, almost
dangerously so. I’d attend several weekend day games, and they were
almost all unbearably hot.
Brad Nelson playing first base for the Snappers
I’ve been to more games in Beloit than any other A-ball park. (I almost said any other ballpark—period, but there’s a good
chance Rosenblatt Stadium in Omaha, where Brad would play for three straight years, has surpassed it.) It’s definitely not a beautiful
park, but has a nice old time feeling and is a nice place to watch a game.
While going to all these games (probably close to a dozen all together), I also had a lot of time to check out Beloit itself. At the
time the Beloit area was going through tough times, with much of its business having moved up to Janesville. (In 2009 the enormous
Chevy plant in Janesville shut down, and my bet is many of the businesses there will also soon close.) I picked up lots of bargains at
several Beloit stores that were going out of business. Just about every time I went to Beloit I stopped at their K-Mart, which was in the
process of closing their doors. Each time I returned the prices were slashed lower and lower, eventually down to 90% off the original
prices. I stocked up on clothes, shampoo, band-aids, office supplies, and just about everything else I could think of. I even bought
about half a dozen “congratulations” cards at the Beloit K-Mart, which I proceeded to send to Brad over the next few years, each time
he reached a new milestone in his career.
While Beloit is still the Class A team closest to Milwaukee, they are no longer a Brewers affiliate. A year after Brad left there,
the Brewers chose not to renew their contract with the Snappers. For four years their A-ball affiliate was in Charleston, a team stupidly
called the West Virginia Power. They’ve now moved back to the Midwest League, with their affiliate in Appleton, Wisconsin, up by
Green Bay (a place I’ll write about later in this travelogue). The Snappers are now affiliated with the Minnesota Twins, who seem to
care a lot less about their lack of modern facilities. I’d actually like to go back to Pohlman Field some day and see what (if anything)
has changed there.
In addition to Beloit, I’d visit a number of other ballparks in 2002. At one time or another Brad had family or friends rooting for
him in absolutely every park in the Midwest League. His family supplied most of those visits. With his parents in Iowa (toward the
western end of the league) and his sister in Michigan (near the eastern teams), they were able to get to most of the parks. I got to quite
a few myself, though—including at least three that his family never made it to. I wrote about one of those parks, Fifth-Third Field in
Dayton, Ohio, as part of my 2002 quiz bowl travelogue. I’ll summarize the rest here. I don’t really remember the order of moving from
place to place, so I’ll just mention them without regard to dates.

Appleton Wisconsin
Since I mentioned moving their A-ball team to Appleton, I’ll start there. My trip there was in mid-summer, and I began with a
camping trip. It had been sixteen years since I’d been camping, the last time being when my brother Steve and I went to Expo 86 in
Vancouver. I figured it would be cheaper than a hotel stay, though, and I thought it might be fun. I didn’t really hate it, but it probably
speaks volumes that in six more years I haven’t been camping again.
It was mid-week when I headed northward from Algona. I made my way into Minnesota and drove right through St. Paul on I35E, and I think this was the first time I’d ever done that. I’ve never cared much for driving in the Twin Cities, but 35-E is definitely the
best route through the mess. Most of the route is fairly new, which means the curves and exits are better designed than they are on
either 35-W (which heads through Minneapolis) or the beltway. The part near downtown St. Paul is also a scenic “parkway” that isn’t
really built to interstate standards. The speed limit is lower there and trucks are banned—two things that make urban driving more
comfortable.
I remember stopping for gas somewhere on the north side of St. Paul. It was memorable because the place I stopped was a
very urban neighborhood. I don’t usually think of the Twin Cities as having the “inner city” feeling of places like Chicago or St. Louis,
but certain parts of St. Paul are definitely ghettos. I was the only white person at this gas station, and the run-down neighborhood it
was in could as easily have been on Chicago’s west side as in Viking-land.

At the time the one problem with 35-E was its interchange with I-694 (the beltway) at the north end of St. Paul. They’ve since
re-designed the entire interchange (finally finished in its new form this spring), but in 2002 traffic that wanted to continue northward
entered 694 from the right and then almost immediately (less than a mile later) exited to the left. It was convenient that the beltway was
clogged and moving very slowly. That allowed me to weave across four lanes without too much problem. I made it through unscathed,
but it certainly woke me up.
The Twin Cities roughly mark the boundary between farm and forest country. There are still some corn fields north of St. Paul,
but the landscape switches to the great north woods. I continued north for about a hundred miles, finally exiting at Willow River. My
friend Mary McCall used to live in Willow River, and the place is also just north of where my brother Steve now is.
My destination was a state forest just outside Willow River. The place surrounds a lake and appears to mostly exist for
recreational boaters. They have a large campground there that is probably crowded on summer weekends but was virtually empty in
the middle of the week. It’s really not that nice of a park, but it made an adequate place to spend the night.
I had bought a small dome tent at the close-out sales at the Beloit K-Mart. The thing was not particularly easy to assemble,
but I’d practiced putting it up at home before I left. While it was a challenge for one person, I managed to get it upright within half an
hour or so. It would be my portable home for the night.
I spent most of the afternoon hiking around the park. They had a number of official trails and also some informal paths
through the forest and around the lake. I mostly enjoyed my hikes, though the mosquitoes were horrible. Even dousing myself in Off, I
seemed to get bitten mercilessly.
On the surface this park appears to be a well-secluded region of virgin forest. That’s really not true at all, though. First, the
forest here is quite obviously planted. Except in the campground and right by the lake, the trees are all growing in arrow straight rows,
much like a farm field. It’s also not sandwiched between a busy railroad and Interstate 35. The trails got within easy viewing distance
of the interstate, and I could hear traffic from it all night long. There are even billboards aimed at the interstate that are located on the
state park property, and I must say it was fascinating to walk under a billboard and see just how enormous the thing was.

ABOVE: Rows of trees
Willow River State Forest
RIGHT: Camping at Willow River, Minnesota
After hiking it was time to get something to
eat. I had noticed that there was a White Castle
restaurant in Hinckley, a town about fifteen miles
south of where I was camped. I normally think of White Castles in gritty urban locations, and I thought it would be unique to see what
one in a small town was like. This particular White Castle was located inside the Little Red Barn, one of a chain of convenience stores
all across northern Minnesota. It was basically just a counter, not really an actual restaurant. It looked every bit as run-down as the
White Castles in Chicago and St. Louis, though, and they served the same tiny “slyders” found at all the other restaurants in the chain.
I had a couple of cheeseburgers and some onion rings and then made my way back up to Willow River.
The main reason I haven’t been camping again since this trip is that I discovered in Willow River that camping on your own is
boring—really, really boring. At a motel you can always watch TV, leaf through the phone book (which can be a surprisingly fascinating
way of learning about a place), go down the hall and check out the vending machines, or explore the surrounding neighborhood. In a
tent in the middle of nowhere, there’s just not a whole lot to do. I had brought a book, and I had a battery-powered lantern by which I
could read it. That got old quickly, though, and it was basically all the entertainment I had. Eventually I just decided to go to sleep.
It was a short night. Not only did noise from the interstate and railroad wake me repeatedly, but it got COLD overnight. I don’t
know exactly what the temperature was, but even inside a sleeping bag it was uncomfortably chilly. The floor of the tent was also damp
from a heavy dew that had collected on the ground overnight. I was wide awake around 5am, and there wasn’t much else to do but
tear down the tent and set off for the day.

I drove north to a rest area somewhere along I-35, where I stopped to shave and clean up a bit. Then I stopped again in the
town of Cloquet, which is just south of Duluth. I had a leisurely breakfast at a Country Kitchen there, a place that I think has since
closed—yet another victim of health-conscious diets.
I made my way from Duluth to Superior, crossing an ancient lift bridge over the harbor. Then I followed a series of roads south
and east across northern Wisconsin. I remember it being a relatively pretty drive, but I don’t really remember much of anything specific
about the trip.
My ultimate destination was a mess of suburban development on the border between Appleton and Neenah, two irrelevant but
fast-growing cities that have surpassed their better-known neighbor, Green Bay, in population. I checked into a nice, but generic hotel.
I don’t remember what brand it was. I do remember that it was across a parking lot from a major shopping mall and in the middle of
what seemed like an endless strip of suburban development.
I’ve mentioned in many of my travelogues that I really dislike suburbia, and I’ve never really understood what makes people
want to live there. Appleton is a perfect example of exactly what I hate about such development. While I was near a lot of different
businesses, it was almost impossible to walk to any of them, and there was basically nothing to see for miles around except parking
lots.
Compounding my negative impression of Appleton was the weather. While it was cold in Minnesota this morning, it was HOT
this afternoon in Wisconsin. I spent most of my time flipping through the channels on the motel room TV.
I had chosen this particular motel because its description and location on a map made it seem within walking distance from the
ballpark I was headed to. Fox Cities Stadium (apparently now called Time—Warner Staidum) was probably less than a mile away,
separating it were two multi-lane highways, an industrial park, and a bunch of undeveloped land. There was no way I could have
realistically walked there—not from the motel nor from anywhere else in Appleton.
I almost always buy a program when I go to ballgames, whether major or minor league. It was intriguing to look through the
Timber Rattlers’ program again after all these years. I noticed there was an illegible autograph by one of the ads. That almost certainly
means I won something, though I’m pretty sure I never claimed any prize.
On the Wisconsin roster there was only
one name that was even remotely familiar. That
was Korean outfielder Shin-Soo Choo. At the time
the Timber Rattlers were Seattle’s A-ball team, and
Choo was the Mariners’ top prospect. He would
advance through the ranks at about the same
speed as Brad, playing against him in the
California, Southern, and Pacific Coast Leagues. If
he hadn’t had an amusing name, I’d probably never
had remembered him either, and his career seems
to have panned out about the same as Brad’s.
Today Choo is with the Indians organization. He’s
Fox Cities Stadium
been in the big leagues (in both Seattle and
(from the Tourism Wisconsin website)
Cleveland), but is now playing for AAA Buffalo. As
far as I can tell, none of the other Timber Rattlers players ever made it to the majors.
This was definitely not my favorite minor league stadium. Its modern design matches its suburban setting. This would be the
first of a host of nearly identical stadiums I’d visit around the minors (Veterans Stadium in Cedar Rapids, for instance, is almost
identical), and I can’t say I care much for any of them. Like all its clones, Fox Cities Stadium was immaculate to the point that it came
across as sterile. The outside is a lowrise tan building with a corrugated metal roof, and it looks as much like a clinic or a senior center
as a ballpark. Inside most of the seating is below ground level, and every surface is either plastic or concrete. The seating bowl and
the field are absolutely symmetrical, and there’s pretty much nothing about the park that sets it apart from others like it. Beloit may not
have had the most beautiful park in the league, but at least Pohlman Field had some character.
I had bought a ticket online well before coming to this game, and I was definitely glad I had. Because of three different
promotions (a children’s instructional camp, a bobblehead giveaway, and an appearance by football legend Brett Favre), this game
ended up having the highest attendance in Timber Rattlers’ history. The official capacity of Fox Cities Stadium is 5,500, but there were
more than 6,600 packed in. Most of the excess ended up on a grassy berm in the outfield. My $8 ticket was one of the best seats in
the house, about six rows back and right behind home plate. The game itself was unmemorable, but it was memorable that this was
the first time I was ever in a truly packed stadium.

Davenport Iowa
In contrast to Fox Cities, Davenport’s John O’Donnell Stadium is something special. One of the oldest minor league parks, the
place has been renovated periodically so it has all the modern amenities. You can tell the stadium is nearly a century old, though; it

definitely maintains the charm of another era. The stadium is located in the Mississippi floodplain with the Centennial Bridge just
beyond the outfield and a pleasant view of both the Davenport and Rock Island “skylines” in the distance.

John O’Donnell Stadium – Davenport, Iowa

Brad Nelson playing first base at John O’Donnell Stadium – Davenport, Iowa
I went to several different games (five all together, I think) in Davenport. Two of those involved a lot of driving, because during
the day I was attending the summer board meetings for the Iowa Council of Teachers of Mathematics, which was being held in Cedar
Rapids. I’d excuse myself from the meetings around five and rush down the interstate so I could make it to downtown Davenport for
rd
7:00 games. Then after the game I’d rush back to the Motel 6 on 33 Avenue in C.R. where I was staying—getting back right around
midnight. I stayed in Davenport for the other series, at a bizarre hotel that combined a Comfort Inn and a Super 8 in the same building.
(The place is still there, at the last exit in Iowa before the river.) The two hotels shared a pool and breakfast room, but presumably the
hotel rooms for the two chains were different. I was redeeming Choice Privileges points for a free room (which meant I was in the
Comfort Inn part), and they ended up upgrading me to a jacuzzi suite. It was the first time I’d ever been in such a room, though I’ve
since been similarly upgraded on a couple of other occasions. I honestly can’t say I cared a lot for this one. The problem was that the

hot tub was the only place they had to bathe. There wasn’t a normal tub or shower in the room. The novelty of a hot tub is fun once,
but it’s definitely not my choice for just bathing.
Even though Brad hadn’t put me on the pass list yet, I never actually paid for a ticket in Davenport. That was because of
another former Garrigan student, Chris Eischen. Chris, who had recently graduated from St. Ambrose, was working as the public
relations coordinator for the Quad City River Bandits. (I believe he works for the Kansas City Chiefs football team now.) He recognized
me the first time I came to the stadium in Davenport, and immediately gave me a complimentary ticket.
At most of the games in Davenport I sat with the Nelson family. I don’t think I was actually ticketed near them, but in minor
league parks (particularly the older A-level facilities) no one really cares where you sit. …
Through the Nelson family (really more than from Brad) I was introduced to a
number of professional baseball players. I met a lot of Brad’s teammates, of course, but in
Davenport I actually met a person who turned out to be famous. That person is Joe Mauer,
who was the #1 overall pick in the baseball amateur draft in 2001. Joe was the Twins’ top
prospect, a St. Paul native who had smashed all the high school records in Minnesota. …
While he’d move through the ranks very quickly, for part of 2002 Joe was catching for the
Quad City River Bandits—and I’m pleased to say he’s probably the most famous active
player I’ve personally met. (Hall of famer Tony Gwynn, the father of one of Brad’s
teammates, probably overshadows Mauer overall.) As I write this, Mauer was just selected
to be the starting American League catcher for the 2009 Major League All-Star Game, and
Sports Illustrated recently did a cover story on him speculating that he might be the first big
leaguer in half a century to bat .400 for a season. He has, of course, shaken hands with
thousands of fans and certainly wouldn’t know me from Adam, but it is kind of cool to have
met him.
I really don’t remember much of anything specific about any of the games I saw in
Davenport. My main memory is of the stadium, which really is one of the nicest anywhere.
Apparently they did major renovations on it in 2005, basically gutting the interior but
keeping the outside façade. I haven’t been back there since the renovations, but it’s
probably a good compromise. The team (which is now called the Swing of the Quad
Cities) has switched affiliations repeatedly since 2002, but after threatening to leave the
area (as many A-ball teams have done, they now appear to be settled in semipermanently.

Burlington Iowa

2002 roster photo of Joe Mauer
(from the River Bandits program)

The Burlington Bees were the “hometown” team when I was a kid, and they’re still sort of a sentimental favorite of mine.
Burlington, a small and rather dumpy industrial city on the banks of the Mississippi, is the smallest city in America to have a full-season
professional baseball team. (Places like Helena in the rookie Pioneer league are smaller, but their teams don’t start their season until
mid-July.) Practically no one comes to the Bees games, and the only thing that keeps them in town is that the city of Burlington owns
the franchise (just like the city of Beloit owns the Snappers). Interestingly one of my high school classmates, Brian Michelson, was (and
I believe still is) on the team’s board of directors.
I made a couple of trips to Burlington in 2002, seeing just one game each time. Most memorable was when Margaret and I
went down there on an extremely hot summer day (almost certainly the game that the ticket at left is for). We visited Alaire in Iowa City
that morning and drove from there down to Burlington. What was most frustrating about that game was that all Brad did was DH—that
is to say as designated hitter he hit for the pitcher but didn’t play defense in the field. We had seen a thermometer that showed 98o
before we arrived at the ballpark, and it felt like it got even hotter while we were sitting there. We ended up leaving before the game
was over, one of the few games of Brad’s I’ve been to where I left early. (On the other hand, I’ve left games where I don’t have a direct
connection early on a number of occasions.)
Community Field is in an unfortunate location near the edge of the city of Burlington. It’s on Mt. Pleasant Street, the old route
of U.S. 34, a highway that was rerouted onto a freeway back when I was in high school. The ballpark is next to Fairway Plaza, an old
shopping center with outdoor entrances that was dying in the ‘70s and certainly hadn’t improved by 2002. Across the street was a hotel
(the Best Western Pzazz, a former Holiday Inn) that I’m sure was nice when it was built in the ‘50s or ‘60s but has only gone downhill
since. (The hotel has since been torn down, and its site now houses a small amusement park.) The stadium was built right after World
War II, and in its first fifty years it had only minimal upkeep. Except for a few rows of box seats, it looks a lot like a high school park—
and not a terribly nice one at that. At the time Garrigan had a better scoreboard than Community Field. A couple years later they’d
make some major renovations here (part of the Vision Iowa program), but in 2002 Burlington was certainly in the running for the worst
ballpark in baseball. It was one of the few places that made Pohlman Field in Beloit look nice.
In spite of its many flaws, though, Community Field was not a bad place to see a game. The other game I saw there in 2002
was a night game in beautiful weather, and it was really quite nice. What’s more, the concessions in Burlington are both tasty and

rock-bottom cheap. My favorite item there was called macho nachos. It consisted of tortilla chips topped with just about everything
you could imagine—a full meal, for sure—and at the time I think it cost just $2.50. Last year I bought roughly the same item at
Rosenbaltt Stadium in Omaha (which itself is cheaper than some AAA parks), and I had to fork over seven bucks for it. Those
concession prices also gave me the feeling of a high school park; things sold for just slightly more than they’d cost to produce, rather
than at extremely inflated prices.
When I went to Burlington with Margaret, we went back to Iowa City afterwards, and I think I
stayed at the Motel 6 there that night. On the trip I made by myself, though, I stayed at a strange hotel
in Mt. Pleasant that was then brand new. At the time it was a Ramada Inn, though the place has since
been downgraded to part of the Rodeway chain. It was located on the “business 218” strip” north of
town, just south of a steakhouse on the east side of the road. The hotel offered a view of nothing but
the Wal-Mart distribution center that is now Mt. P’s largest employer. Most of the guests there
appeared to be truckers who worked for Wal-Mart or its suppliers. The hotel was strange because
every surface of the place was purple—the walls, the carpet, the formica tables in the breakfast room,
the tile area around the pool, and even the vaguely impressionist paintings above the beds. I
wondered if they weren’t trying to keep in the theme of Mt. Pleasant being “the iris city”, but if they
were, it was definitely overkill. I’ve never been back to that motel again, so I can’t say if they changed
their color scheme when they changed franchises.
I spent quite a bit of time before the game wandering around Burlington. For the first time in
my life I went to Crapo Park, a city park right along the Mississippi south of downtown. People talked
about going there when I was a kid, but to my knowledge no one in my family ever went there
ourselves. My experience with Burlington as a kid was mostly limited to the Westland Mall area, the
Roosevelt Avenue strip, the schools where my dad delivered supplies, and the hospital that my mother
seemed to be in and out of constantly.
Crapo Park was particularly memorable because they were having some Christian-oriented
festival there at the time. Among the attendees there was a bus full of men from Australia. I had to
wonder what people from down under thought of Burlington, Iowa. I also remember seeing Snake
Alley, driving past the airport from which my brother Paul left to fly to Spain, and taking the river road
north to Mediapolis and south to Ft. Madison.
I also remember eating at a Maid-Rite diner. This may have been the first time as an adult I’d
eaten at a Maid-Rate. My brother Steve raves about the chain, which is famous for serving the kind of
loose meat sandwiches Rosanne made at the fictional restaurant on her TV show. While I’ve been
back several times, I can’t say Maid-Rite is anything close to my favorite food. That’s probably
because I always expect what school cafeterias call a “maidrite”, the sandwich I called a “Sloppy Joe”
as a kid that our mother made from a decades old recipe for “tavern sandwiches.” There was probably
more sauce than meat in that recipe (and she’d often extend the ground beef with oatmeal or stale
crackers), and it was bursting with flavor—tomato paste, catsup, mustard, Worcestershire, onion
flakes, garlic salt, vinegar, and brown sugar. Maid-Rites from the chain are quite naked by comparison. They’re barely seasoned (but very greasy) hamburger gravel on a bun. Even slathered with mustard and covered with a slice of
cheese, there’s just not a lot of flavor. I remember the place did serve old fashioned chocolate malts, though, and mine was excellent.
I didn’t meet any famous players in Burlington. As I recall there was some well-known pitcher on a rehab assignment with the
Snappers, but today I can’t remember for the life of me who that might have been. Of the many parks I went to in 2002, though,
Community Field is one of two (the other being Pohlman Field in Beloit) that I’ve actually returned to since. It really is a nice place to
watch a game.

Geneva Illinois
On one of my trips to Beloit I also saw the end of a series the Snappers were playing with the Kane County Cougars, their
nearest neighbors in the Midwest League. The Cougars play in Elfstrom Stadium at the Kane County Events Complex, which is
basically a fairgrounds just off Roosevelt Road in the middle of a sea of office parks. The address is Geneva, but the place is equally
close to both Aurora and Naperville. It’s also not far from Elgin. The place is five miles north of I-88 (the East-West Tollway) and ten
miles south of I-90 (the Northwest Tollway) at the far west edge of the Chicago suburbs.

Geneva is a lovely town that combines an upscale suburb with a resort area. While it shares the address, the ballpark has
pretty much nothing in common with Geneva, though. The stadium looks like an office building or maybe a school. Only from the lights
can you tell there’s a sports facility here. There’s nothing nearby except parking and the headquarters of various corporations I’ve
never heard of. Indeed, all the way to the tollway there’s not so much as a restaurant or a convenience store. It’s one of the dullest
pieces of suburban sprawl in America. If Brad were playing in A-ball today, I’d take him up on the offer of putting me on the pass list for
a complimentary seat. That costs minor league players nothing (though it does cost them in the big leagues), and the comp seats are
often the best seats in the house. Instead of that, I walked up to the ticket window and bought my own ticket at the Cougars game. At
the last minute all they had available was “general admission”, which entitled me to “seating” on a grassy berm beyond the outfield.

The picture below is also from a website,
but it gives a pretty good idea of the view
(or lack of it) that general admission
provided. The main difference between
what is shown in this picture and my
actual experience was that when I was
there the berm was much more crowded.
The place was filled beyond capacity,
mostly thanks to an umbrella giveaway
sponsored by Morton salt.
I was
sandwiched in on a patch of grass, unable
to even get up to get a bite to eat. It was
really annoying.
… And the crowd as a whole was even
more annoying! I was too late to get a
free umbrella, but I definitely got to
experience the sell-out crowd. In fact this
was the most memorable and least
Website photo of Elfrstom Stadium, which fits in well with its office park neighbors
pleasant crowd I’ve seen at any baseball
game I’ve been to anywhere. Thousands of people in Cubs shirts (though the Cougars were a Florida Marlins affiliate) were there either
to get drunk or to have a family night out. They
weren’t at all into the game, but they were
certainly into being a crowd. Whenever the
electronic scoreboard told them to cheer, they
cheered. If it told them to clap, they clapped; if it
told them to boo, they booed; and if it told them
to join in singing “Day-O”, they’d become a
Caribbean choir. Nothing happened spontaneously with this group, but whenever they
were told to do something, they did it en masse.
I’m pretty sure if the scoreboard had told them
to jump off a cliff, they’d have taken the leap;
unfortunately it didn’t.
This is, by the way, Cubs territory. I
got the feeling that many in the crowd couldn’t
have cared less about the Kane County
Cougars, but they were all passionate about the
bums from Wrigley. I had chosen not to wear
my Snappers cap because I didn’t want to call
too much attention to myself. I’d instead worn a
White Sox cap, and that probably drew more
derogatory comments than the Snappers gear
would have. Almost everyone I passed—male
or female, old or young—seemed obliged to
View from berm seating at Elfstrom Stadium – Geneva, Illinois
inform me that “Sox suck” (though they were
doing much better than the Cubs that year), and several people said much more vulgar things I wouldn’t dream of recording here. I’ve
worn that same cap while walking down Addison Street in Chicago, right next to Wrigley Field. No one on the Cubs home turf cared
that I was a Sox fan, but it was apparently a big faux pas in the suburbs.
Just about everything about the ballpark experience at Elfstrom Stadium was unpleasant—and this was particularly true being
someone who was rooting for the visiting team. The sound operator went non-stop, blaring music and stupid sound effects over the
P.A.—particularly when the Snappers were at bat. While I doubt this actually affected the batters (there’s a reason these guys are
professional), the sound effects seemed timed to purposely distract the visiting batters. The announcer didn’t seem to pay much
attention to what was happening in the game; he’d just talk whenever he wanted to. That all-powerful scoreboard instructed the fans to
boo any time the opponents did anything good (a time that to me courtesy dictates keeping silent), and the fans seemed to go wild with
booing all night long.
Then there were the kids. Toddlers, grade-schoolers, and teenagers were all running around unsupervised all over the place.
I even saw some obviously underaged people who were both smoking and drinking. No one seemed to care what anyone was doing.
“Is everyone having fun?” the scoreboard would flash, and the park would break into thunderous applause. I was personally not having
fun at all, but I gritted my teeth and held a stiff upper lip.
The final straw was the seventh-inning stretch. Geneva was the first place I encountered that insisted on singing “God Bless
America” at the stretch. A lot of parks made that change following the 2001 terrorist attacks (though most have now switched back),

when many people felt a need to be ostentatiously patriotic. Many places simply added “God Bless America” after “Take Me Out to the
Ballgame” (the place where they played “Roll Out the Barrel” in Beloit), while a few replaced the old baseball song with the Irving Berlin
standard. I actually rather like “God Bless America”, and given the tenseness of the era, I can understand the reason so many
ballparks added it to their programs. They went one step further in Geneva, though. Not only did they get rid of “Take Me Out to the
Ballgame”, but after singing “God Bless America” they cranked up the twangy Lee Greenwood anthem “God Bless the U.S.A.” More
than anything, I associate that song with the Republican convention that brought us one of the worst Presidents in U.S. history and
ushered in the “Big Brother” era. I found that really inappropriate at a ballpark, and I used it as my excuse to leave. …
I’ve been back to Aurora, Geneva, and Naperville, but I’ve never returned to Elfstrom Stadium—nor do I ever plan to. The
Kane County Cougars game was the single worst baseball experience I’ve had, and I have no desire to ever repeat it.

South Bend Indiana
And Peoria Illinois
I’m lumping these two places together, because I think the same trip took me to both of them. I think I saw the end of a series
in South Bend and then the next night saw the beginning of a series in Peoria.
The thing I remember best from this whole trip happened on the way out to South Bend. I got on the Indiana Tollroad at Gary,
and shortly after that a whole line of cars proceeded to drive 60mph—even though the speed limit was 65 and there wasn’t all that
much traffic. The reason soon became evident. A highway patrol car was at the front of the line, and he was going 60. I don’t always
strictly trust my speedometer, but this was slow enough to be well below the limit. I followed for a while and eventually got up the
courage to do something I’d never done before—pass a cop. My speedometer showed about 63 when I passed him, and I slowed
down to about 62 once I was well in front. That seemed to give others the courage to also pass, and eventually the whole line did
exactly what I did. Eventually the line sped up to 65. No one was stopped, and the cop gradually got farther and farther behind us.
When he was well behind most of the group sped up to around 70, though I stayed at about 65—a speed I feel more comfortable
driving. I still don’t know why the cop was going so slowly.
I remember arriving in South Bend at mid-afternoon on an extremely hot day. I pulled into one of the oldest Motel 6’s in the
country, pretty much a clone of the one in Coralville. It was a rambling two-story cement block building painted turquoise and orange.
All the rooms were entered from the outside, either directly from the parking lot or from a walkway that circled the building at secondfloor level. The room featured a double bed, a table with two straight chairs, and a shelf that mostly held a television. There was a sink
at the far end of the room, and the tiny bathroom was barely large enough to hold a toilet and shower. It was adequate for the night,
though, and (like almost all Motel 6’s) it was cheap.
The Motel 6 was on an ancient strip at the north end of South Bend. I spent about an hour walking around the area, the sort of
place no one in their right mind ever walks. The main place I remember going into was a K-Mart, one of dozens (maybe even
hundreds) of stores in the chain that were going out of business at the time. The South Bend location didn’t have a lot of real bargains,
but it was still interesting to browse through.
South Bend is, of course, best known as home of the University of Notre Dame.
On my way from the motel to the ballpark I passed the famous campus, which basically
looks like a big college campus. In fact, the famous gold dome that is the symbol of
Notre Dame looks remarkably like the Old Capitol dome in Iowa City. Like most
colleges, the place is a fascinating mixture of old and new. The most noticeable thing
about the place is that it’s heavily wooded.
Notre Dame is north of downtown South Bend, a place that long ago saw its
better days. I got the grand tour and mostly saw a lot of office space, a lot of parking
ramps, and a lot of college-oriented bars. There’s not much of any stores there.
Stanley Coveleski Regional Stadium is located just west of downtown in a
neighborhood of old factories and warehouses. It looks a lot like the area around Central
Avenue at the west edge of downtown Burlington. This is the sort of place where a lot of
cities purposely locate ballparks in the hope that they will gentrify the seedy
surroundings. I got the feeling Coveleski Stadium predated any gentrification efforts
South Bend may have had, though. While it was apparently relatively new when I was
there (built in 1987), the place came across as a nasty old stadium in a nasty old
neighborhood. The most memorable characteristic about the place was that it didn’t
have a dedicated parking lot. Instead fans parked in half a dozen small lots that
presumably normally are for workers in the nearby factories. I parked in one of them and
made my way about two blocks to the stadium entrance.
Gold dome at Notre Dame

There’s very little memorable about the stadium itself, which was apparently just

about the first “new-style” stadium to be
built anywhere. That means it was the
model for later stadiums like the one in
Appleton, and that’s probably why it came
across as so generic. The main feeling
the place had was being very open.
There’s almost no roof on the grandstand,
the pitch of the seats is very shallow, and
the outfield walls are low, so the place
comes across as just a big flat open area.
My main memory of the game
was Brad’s surprise that I was there. I
had not told him I’d be coming, and it was
the furthest I’d venture from home in the
Midwest League (except for a stop in
Dayton with the quiz bowl team on our
way back from nationals). He might have
expected his sister to come down from
Brad Nelson playing first base
Kalamazoo to South Bend, but I’m pretty
Stanley Coveleski Regional Stadium – South Bend, Indiana
sure he hadn’t expected me to come all
the way from Iowa. He seemed genuinely pleased to see me, though.
I honestly don’t remember a thing about the actual game. I couldn’t even tell you if Brad did well at the plate or if he went 0 for
4 on the night. I know the Snappers beat the Silver Hawks (who apparently take their name from a model of Oldsmobile that used to be
built in South Bend), but beyond that pretty much anything could have happened.
I left South Bend fairly late in the morning, at least by my standards. I’m not 100% certain of the route I took, but I know I took
back roads. I think I headed down to Logansport, a town I remember from the ‘70s TV show One Day at a Time, and then I probably
headed U.S. 24 across western Indiana and eastern Illinois. I remember reaching my destination, the Super 8 motel in East Peoria,
shortly after noon.
Super 8’s are almost never my favorite places to stay, and this one was certainly no exception. I was in a room in a half
basement, partly below ground level with a small window by the ceiling level with the cars in the parking lot. This is a fairly typical
design for Super 8’s, and it’s not one I care for at all. I also didn’t care for the fact the back exit was alarmed, so the only way I could
leave my room was to walk past the desk.
It was again a very hot day, and I spent much of it walking around “beautiful” East Peoria. Mostly this was a dull suburban
strip, but there was a pleasant park not far from the motel. I got quite a bit of exercise, which was nice.
th
My visit to Peoria was right before the 4 of July. That was memorable because across the interstate from the motel was a
huge tent that housed a temporary fireworks business. I happened to see a TV van there, and later that night I watched the report
they’d filmed there. It turned out that there had been a big explosion at a similar business down by St. Louis, and that was prompting
debate about whether fireworks dealerships should be completely outlawed in Illinois.

I must say I was actually rather surprised to see a fireworks stand in Illinois to begin with. The state has rather strict laws on
explosives, but apparently in some counties they allow fireworks sales during a three week period around Independence Day. I’d
personally be fine with outlawing them all together everywhere in the country, but no one asked me for my opinion.
The Peoria Chiefs had just switched to a new stadium, O’Brien Field. In fact, they’d made the move partway through the 2002
season, only a couple of weeks before the game I went to. O’Brien Field (which is apparently named after an auto parts supply
company) is quite obviously an urban renewal project. It is located right at the south end of downtown Peoria, an area of miniskyscrapers that looks almost identical to downtown Cedar Rapids. The stadium is surrounded by parking ramps that are far older than
it is, and beyond the outfield is the headquarters of Caterpillar equipment. Its design is about as generic as Appleton’s or South Bend’s,
but the downtown location gives it a bit of character.
I was surprised to look through the program from this game and find that at the time the Chiefs were a St. Louis Cardinals
affiliate. Several years later my sister-in-law Terry’s nephew Ryne Malone would sign with the Cubs organization and spend most of a
season in Peoria. I’d just assumed they’d perennially been affiliated with the Cubs. Peoria is in central Illinois, though, and actually
slightly closer to St. Louis than Chicago. The Cardinals would be as good a fit for them as either of the Chicago teams. St. Louis has
had quite a few well-known players in recent years, so I must say it was a bit disappointing to look through the Chiefs’ program and not
recognize a single name on their roster. (Actually that’s technically not true. There were a couple of guys whose names I recognized
because they’d continue to play against Brad at the AA and AAA levels. To my knowledge, though, none of the guys who played for
Peoria in 2002 made it to the majors—and if they did, they certainly didn’t go on to be superstars.)

The Chiefs have apparently switched their affiliation back and forth. They were obviously a Cubs affiliate at some point prior to
the 2002 season. I know that because at the game I attended they were giving out bobble heads of Mark Grace, who was an all-star
player for Chicago. I still have my Grace bobble head.

Brad Nelson batting at O’Brien Field – Peoria, Illinois
What really stood out looking through Peoria’s program (which was probably the best of all the programs I picked up in 2002)
was how incredibly young everybody was. While there are technically no restrictions on how old players in the Midwest League can be,
it’s rare to see anyone older than 23 years of age. Most players are drafted either right out of high school (typically at age 18) or in their
junior year of college (at age 21). While AA and AAA are full of journeymen who have been on the roster for years, if a guy has gone
two years and still haven’t made it above A-ball, chances are he’s not headed for much of a career in baseball. The past few years I’ve
mostly watched AAA games, where the players (who include a lot of guys sent down from the majors) average about a decade older
than they are in Class A. Seeing all the baby faces in the program really did catch me by surprise.

Brad Nelson scoring a run at O’Brien Field – Peoria, Illinois
I remember Brad had a really good game in Peoria. I believe this was the first time I ever saw him hit a home run, and I also
saw him get a couple of other hits, score a couple of runs, and make some good plays at first base. I’m pretty sure, however, that the
Snappers actually lost the game.

I had a great seat at O’Brien Field, right behind the visiting dugout. The park was nice, but I remember it distinctly as the first
truly expensive minor league park I’d been to. That is unfortunately almost always true in brand new stadiums. They seem to think the
way to pay for the parks is with concessions. I believe the hot dogs were five bucks each in Peoria; there are major league parks that
charge less than that.
I remember it being quite late when I got back to the motel. Sleeping was awkward, because lights from cars in the parking lot
kept shining through that awkward window. Eventually I did get some rest, though.

The Rain Outs
Clinton And Cedar Rapids
In addition to the parks described above (and Fifth-Third Field in Dayton, which I wrote about as part of the 2002 quiz bowl
trip), I made trips to Iowa’s two other Midwest league cities—Clinton and Cedar Rapids—to see Brad play. Sadly, the weather didn’t
cooperate.
My trip to Clinton was in early April, on opening weekend of the 2002 baseball season. I had arranged things far ahead of
time, but when the weekend came, I drove all across Iowa in a cold, steady rain. The rain quit when I got to Dubuque, and I had hopes
that they might actually be playing the Saturday afternoon game. Unfortunately when I drove to the ballpark there was a sign informing
me that the field was flooded and there would be no game that day.
I drove back to the strip at the west edge of Clinton and checked into one of the nicest motels I’ve ever stayed in, a Country
Inn and Suites. My accommodations were much nicer than the visiting team’s; I could see the Snappers’ bus parked at a nearby Super
8.
Clinton’s Riverview Stadium (which now has some corporate name) is one of the few minor league parks I’ve been to other
than to see Brad play. I’m not really sure why, but for some reason I went there and saw a game in 2001. The park is very old, and not
especially well maintained. They seem to attract about as big of crowds as Beloit (i.e. not many). At the time Clinton Lumber Kings
were an Expos affiliate, and this may have been the perfect place to train players for the decrepit, empty stadium they’d see in
Montreal.
Perhaps the strangest thing about Riverview Stadium is its name. There’s absolutely no view of the Mississippi from the
place. I had one of the best seats in the house, but all I could see beyond the outfield was the top of a casino boat.
Though I saw some players board that team bus (most likely for the obligatory trip to a fast food place), I didn’t see Brad at all
in Clinton. I remember mentioning to him on my first trip to Beloit that I’d been there. He remembered that the entire series with the
Lumber Kings had been rained out. They spent four days cooped up that Super 8 to start the season.
Cedar Rapids in 2002 had recently opened their new stadium, and Brad had treated the place like his home field. A lot of
Brad’s classmates were going to the University of Iowa and to Kirkwood, and they’d pack the stands when he was playing there. His
family also came down, and even the Kernels’ fans would be cheering for an Iowa boy. Whenever he played there he seemed to do
well, hitting monster home runs that were written up in all the Iowa papers and covered on Iowa TV.
Unfortunately I didn’t make it to any of Brad’s games in C.R. One of his series there was entirely on weeknights during the
school year and another was while I was in Europe with Paul and Margaret. I tried to make it to a single game in Cedar Rapids that
season, and I’d bought tickets to take my brother Steve’s family with me. Steve had to work that night, but Terry and the kids met me at
the Steak & Shake by Westdale Mall. As we had dinner it started to absolutely pour. We soon decided it wasn’t even worth going to
the stadium, and after we finished eating we just said goodbye and went our separate ways. I think I had gotten a room at the Cedar
Rapids Motel 6 that night, and I just sort of vegged there all night.
I found out later that they had in fact played the game that night. One advantage to a brand new park is that it has state-ofthe-art drainage. Once the rain let up (apparently after about an hour delay), they got things underway. Brad hit a homer that night, yet
another of those TV highlights I missed. Many years later I’d actually make my way inside Veterans Stadium in Cedar Rapids, where
I’d see Terry’s nephew Ryne play as the Chiefs faced the Kernels.

Fast Forward—
On Through the Ranks
My journeys took me to every team in the west division of the Midwest League, as well as to South Bend and Dayton. I did not
see the Fort Wayne Wizards, the Michigan Battle Cats (in Battle Creek), the West Michigan Whitecaps (in suburban Grand Rapids), or
the Lansing Lugnuts. Lansing in particular would figure prominently in Brad’s season. He was selected to be a starting first baseman
for the Midwest League All-Star Game, which in 2002 was held in Lansing’s Oldsmobile Park. His parents and sister saw him win the

home run derby before the game (he’d also win the Southern League home run derby in Chattanooga two years later). Then during the
game he landed a home run on the street beyond the outfield.
Brad had a spectacular year with the Snappers. He led the team in home runs, and he ended up leading all of professional
baseball (major and minor league) in RBIs in 2002. He was honored by the Brewers as their minor league player of the year, and pretty
much everyone considered him Milwaukee’s top prospect. He would have been the Midwest League’s post-season all-star first
baseman, except he was promoted to the “high A” High Desert Mavericks for the last two weeks of the season. …
Brad also started the 2003 season in California. … Unfortunately shortly into the season he broke the hamate bone in his
wrist. Surgery put him out of the line-up for much of the season, and when he returned he seemed to have lost his power. Meanwhile
the Brewers were grooming a new first baseman (Prince Fielder) who was the son of a major league all-star, and he had replaced Brad
on the fast track to Milwaukee.
Brad was promoted to the AA Stars in Huntsville, Alabama at the end of 2003. … He would then spend a couple of years in
Huntsville, where I’d see him in trips I’d write up in other travelogues. After that he’d be promoted to AAA Nashville, a team in the
strangely named Pacific Coast League (in fact only one of the PCL cities, Tacoma, actually borders salt water—and even most of the
western ones aren’t very close to the Pacific). While Brad was a Nashville Sound, I’d see him in Des Moines and Omaha, and since I
never wrote about those ballparks anywhere either, I’ll summarize them quickly here.
The Iowa Cubs (invariably called I-Cubs) play at a park that is traditionally called Sec Taylor Field that is just south of
downtown Des Moines at the confluence of the Raccoon and Des Moines Rivers. It’s a lovely park in a beautiful setting. While the
outfield wall blocks the water, there is a gorgeous view of the Iowa State Capitol beyond the batter’s eye. In other directions Sec Taylor
(which is officially called Principal Park, after the Des Moines-based insurance company) offers a nice view of the gentrified
warehouses and mini-skyscrapers that make up downtown Des Moines. Few ballparks at any level have such nice surroundings.
By the time Brad reached AAA, he would invariably put me on the pass list when I’d go to see him play. Unfortunately, the
ticket office in Des Moines would almost always screw things up. They’d put all of Brad’s tickets (often thirty or more) in his dad’s name
and refuse to give them to anyone other than Doug Nelson. Sometimes Doug would stand outside the park and hand out tickets, but if I
got there either early or late, I’d end up having to buy my own ticket. I’d normally pay four bucks for a general admission entrance
(which in Des Moines means bleachers by the foul poles) and wander around the park until I found the section where Brad’s family and
friends were sitting. Except for the highest-priced seats, the ushers in Des Moines didn’t care where anyone sat, so I’d just join them in
the seat that would have been mine if the box office had gotten things right.
A pet peeve of mine at Principal Park is that they charge for parking. The price was $3 when Brad first started playing there,
and it’s gone up to $6 as of 2009. On weekends parking is free in the downtown ramps, so I’d often park by the civic center and then
spend ten minutes or so walking down to the ballpark. At least once I got caught in the rain doing that, but it was still probably worth it
to avoid the parking fees.
The concessions in Des Moines are fairly generic and extremely expensive. In fact, the prices at Sec Taylor are higher than
at most big league parks I’ve been to. They charge five bucks for pop there, and the roving vendors in the stands charge eight bucks
for beer. I’d most often buy a bag of peanuts (which has gone up from three to five bucks over time), which would invariably last the
entire game. When I have peanuts, I’ll often use them as a way of cheering. Each time something “good” happens for the team I’m
rooting for (a player gets on base or scores or an opponent makes an out, for instance), I’ll have a peanut.
Attendance in Des Moines is all over the place. The park holds around 12,000, and it can be anywhere from empty to sold
out. Depending on how many fans there were, the complimentary tickets could be anywhere in the park. Most often they were in
Section 11, which is fairly high but right behind home plate. If there was a big crowd, though, they’d sell those seats and move the
freebies further out. In one series the Sounds faced the I-Cubs the same week as the state high school baseball tournament. The
whole series was sold out, and the freebie seats ended up in general admission.
One thing I’ve never cared for at Sec Taylor is the I-Cubs promotions—or perhaps I should say lack of them. Most minor
league teams fill the time between innings with a wide assortment of games and activities. In Des Moines they do exactly one thing—
they shoot T-shirts out of cannons into the crowd. Sometimes the T-Shirts are sponsored by the Kansas City Royals (the nearest big
league team to Des Moines) and other times by various local businesses, but all they ever seem to do is give away T-shirts. I’m not
sure if they just have extremely uncreative marketing people or if they feel they don’t need to do any special promotions, but honestly
the T-shirt guns get pretty dull.
Sometimes when I’d go to Des Moines (especially during the school year), I’d just head back to Algona following a game. If I
drove without stopping, it’s right at two and a half hours, which meant that after night games the earliest I could hope to be home was
midnight. Because of that I ended up spending quite a bit of money on Des Moines area hotels. At one time or another I stayed in half
a dozen different places My favorite by far, though, was the Quality Inn—Events Center, a high rise located just off the downtown
freeway about a mile north of the ballpark (walking distance for me, if not for most people). This used to be a Best Western, and I
understand it had gotten rather seedy at the time it changed hands. The new owners renovated it into a really lovely hotel, though. The
rooms all feature either a view of the river (including the capitol, the botanic center, and the riverside walkway) or a view of the
downtown skyline. Everything is decorated in natural wood and fall colors, which gives the place a more masculine feeling than many
hotels—sort of a hunting lodge look in the heart of downtown. They have free parking (unusual in a downtown location), and they serve

On the scoreboard and at the plate
Principal Park – Des Moines
a complimentary full hot breakfast with eggs, sausage, and
hash browns. The place is usually cheaper than many
suburban motels, particularly those to the west of the city. It’s
always the first place I check when I’m looking for a hotel in
Des Moines.
While I saw Brad play in a lot of AAA games in Des Moines (the closest pro ballpark there is to Algona), I really preferred going
down to Omaha to see him. Rosenblatt Stadium is located in the southeast corner of Omaha, right next to the city’s spectacular zoo.
The geodesic dome that houses the zoo’s desert environment is the main outfield feature, and if you look hard you can also see the
Missouri River in the distance.
Unlike Des Moines, it wasn’t really practical to go to Omaha without staying overnight. There are any number of ways to get
from Algona to Omaha, but they pretty much all take the same amount of time—five hours. I’d stay at a number of different motels. My
favorite was the Comfort Inn—Zoo, which is just across Interstate 80 from the ballpark. In good weather it was a distance I could walk,
though that walk was more pleasant before the game than after it. If I chose not to walk, one nice feature of Rosenblatt was that it
shared free parking with the zoo. The hotel had some strange quirks (like facing onto a suburban strip, but having most of the room
windows look out onto a residential street), but it was a good place to stay.
The Comfort Inn’s prices were unpredictable. Sometimes they’d be in the $60 range, while other times they’d want double that
for a room. The place was easily worth sixty bucks, but it wasn’t worth over a hundred. When they wanted to jack up the prices, I’d try
other locations. At various times I stayed at a Microtel near the air force’s Strategic Air Command (a nice hotel, but far from anything of
interest), a Quality Inn in downtown Council Bluffs (one of the worst places I ever stayed—I ended up complaining about the place to
Choice Hotels, and I got a refund for my troubles), and at a Motel 6, a different Quality Inn, a Super 8, and an Econolodge (none of
which really stood out in any way).
I’d invariably have a lot of free time to kill in Omaha, since I’d normally go to a couple of night games and have an entire day
between them. … I’d almost always go to the zoo (my second favorite, after Audubon Zoo in New Orleans) and I’d go hiking at DeSoto
National Wildlife Refuge. Sometimes I’d venture out to other attractions (like Homestead National Monument in Beatrice) that were
within a couple hours of the city. It would be fascinating to find out (though I probably don’t really want to know) just how many
thousands of miles I put on my car driving back and forth to Omaha and then around southeast Nebraska.
Des Moines often screwed up the free tickets, but I never once paid to see Brad play in Omaha. I’d just walk up to the
window, mention Brad’s name, and the response was always “how many tickets do you need?” I got the feeling I could have probably
talked my way in there even if I didn’t know a player. It didn’t take long before the entire park staff—the ticket agents, the ushers, and
the concessionaires—got to know all of Brad’s delegation.
Rosenblatt is old and enormous. It is the single largest ballpark in the minor leagues, with more than 25,000 seats. It’s
standing room only there for the College World Series, but the Omaha Royals draw no more than 8,000 on fireworks nights—and 3,000
would be a more typical “crowd”. I was there on cold nights in April when the official attendance was about 600 (including season ticket
holders), but the actual number in the park was in double digits. Because the place is so huge, though, even when there was a decent
crowd, the place came across as empty.
While the park is cavernous, it also has a surprisingly intimate feel. It’s almost always easier to see and interact with the
players in older parks than it is in newer ones, and in Omaha is one of the best parks for that. Though on a much bigger scale, the
place actually feels a lot like the ballpark in Beloit. I’d chat with Brad before pretty much every game I saw there, and we’d sometimes
visit after the games as well. There was a much more homey feeling at Rosenblatt than I ever got in Des Moines.

Rosenblatt’s concessions are also quite overpriced, but since I invariably paid nothing to enter, I was more willing to check
them out. Unlike Des Moines, they had a good variety of food available. Among the options were grilled steak sandwiches, barbecued
pork, and the same sort of nachos I’d had in Burlington. They also have a lot of interesting promotions in Omaha—much more creative
than those T-shirts at Sec Taylor.
I’d see Brad have some good games and some horrible games in both Des Moines and Omaha. By the time he’d made AAA,
Prince Fielder had become the Brewers’ starting first baseman, which limited Brad’s options as a major leaguer. The team tried him at
third and in the corner outfield positions. He did a respectable if not outstanding job at all the corners, but “utility cornerman” also didn’t
project too bright a future.
In September 2008 Brad finally got “the call”. Major league teams can expand their rosters in September in anticipation of
playoffs, and Brad had done good enough to earn the final roster spot. … Brad joined the Brewers at Shea Stadium in New York, and
he got his first big league hit (a pinch hit double) in his second at-bat with the club. That hit seemed to be replayed endlessly on ESPN
the following day. Brad did well enough in September to make the team’s post-season roster, and while he batted exactly once in
playoffs, he did experience the National League playoffs and he earned a share of the post-season bonus money.
Brad went to the Brewers spring training facility in Phoenix in 2009 and proceeded to perform outstandingly. He started nearly
every game with the big league club (mostly playing third base and right field), and he hit around .350 with good power. It was no
surprise to anyone that he made the roster for the Brewers in 2009 and began the season in the majors.
Unfortunately, while he had been a regular starter in spring training, the Brewers did not use him that way during the season.
He mostly sat on the bench, occasionally being asked to pinch hit. Pinch hitting sounds easy, but it’s just about the hardest job in
baseball, since it involves facing the opponent’s closer (usually their best pitcher) with no chance to warm up and often with the game
on the line. Brad would continue pinch hitting for a month and a half, but by mid-May he was one of just two big leaguers still hitless
that late in the season. It was no surprise to anyone when the Brewers released him shortly before Memorial Day.
I was pleased to get a chance to get to Miller Park in Milwaukee the weekend before Brad was released. I didn’t see him play,
but at least I did see him sitting in the dugout in a big league uniform.
I took a personal day off school to go over to Wisconsin. I had arranged to stay in Madison, and the route over there was
extremely familiar from my many trips to Beloit. I got to Madison early in the afternoon and spent much of my time at the hotel just
flipping through TV channels. Interestingly when I first turned on the TV I was greeted by none other than Brad Nelson. Fox Sports
was replaying the Brewers game from the previous night, and I turned the TV on exactly when Brad happened to be pinch hitting in the
ninth inning. He was swinging for the fences, hoping to tie the game up, and he ended up missing a homerun by inches—pretty much
what he had done in every at-bat this season.
I left Madison around 4:30, figuring that would get me over to Milwaukee before 6pm. I hoped that would give me time to find
Brad and perhaps visit with Brad before the 7:00 game. What I hadn’t counted on was the chaos of a Brewers/Cubs match-up on a
Friday night. I made it to the edge of Milwaukee uneventfully, but traffic came to a dead stop on I-94 jut west of Miller Park. It took me
a full hour to make it from there to a parking space. The lot I ended up in (Giants 2) was across the interstate from the ballpark, a brisk
fifteen-minute walk from the ticket windows. For that “convenient” space I had to fork over fifteen bucks—more than the top seats at
most minor league parks cost.
I went up to a window labeled “General Will Call”, but the clerk there told me that to claim a ticket left by a player I would have
to go to a different window. The one he directed me to was labeled for suite level customers only. I was pretty sure my ticket wasn’t for
a suite, but apparently that’s where they deal with all comp passes. Once I was there, they dealt with the ticket very efficiently. I
certainly wasn’t early for the game, but I ended up getting there right as the national anthem was being played.
I had a very good seat for this game, easily the best seat I’ve ever had at a major league game and right up there with some
of the minor league seats I’ve been in. The park was completely sold out (in fact the official attendance was 125 more than the
stadium’s capacity), so I was probably lucky to have a seat at all. While it was about twenty rows back, I was right by first base and
right behind the home dugout. I had a great view of everything. Seats in this area are quite a bit more than I’d normally pay myself
(this one would have been $80), but it was certainly nice to be there—once.
I wrote my brother Steve after going to this game, and I described the other people in my row as “drunk, rather spoiled brat
college kids” Fortunately they were gone for most of the game (either smoking or checking out the various sit-down bars on the
concourses). I was able to stretch out from the third inning to the eighth, which was nice. In the nearby rows was an odd mix of
Brewers and Cubs fans, and they kept up friendly rivalry cheering for their respective teams.
Lots of people were decked out in licensed apparel, both for the Cubs and the Brewers. I saw hundreds of jerseys for J.J.
Hardy (the Brewers shortstop and a groomsman at Brad’s wedding last fall), Ryan Braun (the third baseman who had been injured in
spring training but was now the reason Brad was pinch hitting rather than actually playing), and Prince Fielder. The Cubs fans mostly
seemed to wear jerseys that said “FUKUDOME”, a Japanese outfielder I’d never heard of before. I have no idea how you’re supposed
to say his name, and I must say the pronunciations that went through my head were inappropriate at best (and likely those mispronunciations were the very reason some of the high school and college kids chose that particular jersey). There were numerous

other players represented, but I’m pretty sure I was probably the only two people in the park wearing a jersey with “NELSON” on the
back.
In my letter to
Steve I wrote: “Miller Park
is a weird place to see a
game. While I’ve toured
both it and Skydome, I’d
never actually seen a
game in a retractable dome
before. While the rood was
open, there was much
more a sense of being
inside a building than
outdoors in a stadium. The
place is entirely enclosed,
and even when open the
roof covers about a third of
the ceiling. The other thing
you can’t help but notice is
how vertical the place is.
There are four full decks,
and they’re all very steep.
While I think it actually
seats less, the place
comes across as larger
than
the
Metrodome.
There’s a reason the
ballpark is the tallest
building in Milwaukee.”
The prices at
Miller Park were something
else entirely. I’ve certainly
paid more than I cared to
for food in other big league
parks (Detroit and St. Louis
come
immediately
to
mind), but Miller Park was
probably the single most
expensive place I’ve ever
been. The only item on the
menu I’d call reasonable
was hot dogs, which were
“just” four bucks each.
Things went up and up and
up from there—pop for
$6.50, fries for $7.50, ice
cream for $8, and burgers
for $10—and we won’t
even
mention
the
overpriced alcohol.
It was a good
game, but it was no
surprise that Brad just sat
on the bench the whole
time. I booed quietly when
they put in Chris Duffy
Brad Nelson page from the Brewers’ 2009 program
(also a power-hitting leftie)
when a pinch hit was required. Duffy was doing nearly as badly as Brad, but at .095, at least his average was better than zero. I was
also secretly pleased to see Prince Fielder miss a routine play at first (something he’s done in just about every game I’ve seen him play;
defensively he’s not a good player at all), and I was truly delighted when J.J. Hardy got what turned out to be the game-winning home
run.

Brad
was
released just a couple
days after the game.
Technically
he
was
placed on waivers and
designated for assignment to Nashville. He
used this as an opportunity, though.
He
declared himself a free
agent and soon weighed
offers from four different
teams.
He eventually
signed with the Seattle
Mariners organization, taking a AAA assignment in Tacoma. The Mariners have fewer star players blocking his chance at the majors,
and in the American League even if he doesn’t play defensively, he could still play regularly as a designated hitter. He’s done decently
in Tacoma—not outstanding, but pretty respectable. As I write this, he’s batting around .260 with several home runs and doubles.
Almost certainly he’ll eventually see some time in Seattle, and hopefully that will go better than his big league stint in Milwaukee.
Schedules (both the Tacoma Rainiers’ and mine) probably won’t allow me to see Brad play this summer, but I’m looking forward to
seeing him in some new parks at some point in the future.

Internet photo of Brad Nelson batting for the Tacoma Rainiers in Sacramento

