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Youth baseball gives children their day in the sun

Differences of opinion
cause division between
county’s booster clubs

BY JASON QUEEN
The Dispateh

hroughout the spring,
Baseball Hields all across Davidson
County have been packed with play-
ers of all ages and abilit v Tevels.,

But there s a ditterence in philos
ophy in the area tha will be high-
ligleted in the coming wecks, Fields
in sone conununities will ecome vacan, irn-
ingg into simple fenced arvas of dirt and grss.
Others will continue to be filled withy excited chilk
e and provd Inends and iy menbers,

The division in the county was created
three years ago, when half the communities
in the county broke from the Deavidson Coun
ty Parks and Recreation Department and
joinedd Babe Ruth basebudl. Midway, Welcome,
Arcadia, Recds and Chorchland all decided o
juin the nativnal vrganizition in hopes of pro-
viding their children with opportunities they
dichn't think they were getting from the coun-
ty. This spring, Davis-Townsend decided to
juin Babe Ruth, bringing the wial 1o six com-
iunities mnd essentiadly splitting the county's
participation right down the middle.

For middleschoulaged buys, the dif ferent
communities in the county vrganized the
Dawithsun County Junior Lesgue in 2002, While
the temns are not divectly athilised with the
schuols in their area, they do have a chance

Churchland Yankees' Babe Ruth majors
pitcher Brent Blackstock delivers a pitch

during a game against the Reeds Longhorns
at Reeds.

o represent their school districts and gain
extra experience o help them prepare for high
school baseball,
Recreation Department
puts the focus on fun

Churles Parnell, the director of the David-
son County Parks and Recreation Departunent,

enjoys baseball season despite the battle with
rainouts, linding umpires, vacant fields and
parental problems. Parnell maintains the coun
ty's primary focus is to provide any chilkd who
lives in the county a chance (o play bascball,

“We try to offer recreational programs lor
every chikl that chooses o pliy,” Parnell said,
“Our program doesn't single out the goud
ones, the bad ones or whatever,

“Our priority is on having fun. A lot of tmes
people's primary goal is 1o win, win, win, and
we try to disvournge that. Yes, there's going
to be competition, and as long as you keep
scure there are going 10 be wins and losses.
But it's our belief that wins and losses are not
the most important thing.”

Instead of the won-loss column, Parnell
believes coaches and parents can gauge their
team's progress in olher ways.

“We want to give every kid an opportunity
to enjoy it and have fun and w develop rela-
tionships with their friends. It is not our job to
prepare kids for high school,

“I don’t think you determine success by
wins and losses; it's where are you when you
start and where are you when you linish.”

Davis-Townsend 10under coach Randy
Holimwes chose 1o remmin with te county recne
ation program despite the booster club’s vole
to juin the uther communities in Babe Ruth
League play. Holimes fedt like the play in the
rec department suited his needs better than
the muore intense Babe Ruth League.

*1 think what the rec of fers is for all play-
ers,” he sail 1 just think if we dont reach out
to the lesser-skilled players then they won'l
have a plawe to play.”

Hulines thinks there s a legitimate resolu-
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tinn_llml could satisfy all parents,
but it would require a great deal of
cooperation between groups that
don't necessarily sec eye-to-cve,
“If the county offered a compet-
itive league and a less-competitive
league for all age groups, 1 think
we could please more folks. Years
ago we had an Ateamand a B
team, but parents got mad if they
thought their child should be on
the A team. So we quit doing that.
“But we need to be sensitive
and put kids in situations where
they can succeed. Baseball's kind
of like swimming — you've got to
be put in a position to get better,
and then you'll be successful.”

Dissatisfaction leads
some elsewhere

While some parents just want
their children to have fun in sports,
others want youth baseball to pro-
vide a foundation for years of fun
as well as success on the diamond,
S0 a group of parents led their comr
munities 1o participate with the
Babe Ruth League, which provid-
ed more structured play and what
they considered a beiter learning
experience for their children,

Churchland’s Tim Freeman
was one of the parents who led his
community. along with Reeds, Wel-
come, Midway and Arcadia, to pull
out of the county recreation depart-
ment three years ago. The need
was there, Freeman said, and the
county was nol willing to meet the
needls being expressed by the par-
ents.

‘I'm a big fan of recreation
sports. And it's very, very
important that each and

every child, regardless
of skill level, gets a chance
to play the sport
they want to play!

Todd Hanes, parent

the club who wanted to switch of
not notifying the members there
would be a vole. That's not true,
Hanes said. “1 think they did a
good job of getting the word out (o
the parents, via lelters at the school
and other things,” hie said. "It was
talked about in the community
when the vote wouldl be, and the
voting results were announced at
that meeting.”

Junior League offers
additional preparation

In 2002, a group headed by
Eddie Gray organized the David-
son County Junior League, There
was initially only one division of
play, but because of the interest
that was sparked cach area in the
county now has two teams.

“Some larger schools had 4050
kids come out for tryouts,” Gray
said. “So now for the schools that
can, they have two teams. This is
the second year we've had two divi-
sions.

“Our intent was just to have one
team fram parh rammunite hot



“They pretty much had their
minds made up they weren't going
to do it from the start,” Freeman
said, “The bippest deal with them
was they didn't see the need for
what we wanted,

“Before, when we were with the
rec department, we just played
local teams, but that was as far as
we went. Randolph, Rowan and
Forsyth counties all expanded and
were taking some of our kids into
the Little League program.”

And with Babe Ruth, the chil-
dren have an opportunity to do
things they can't do with the recre-
ation department. Freeman said
there is a regular season. then a
postseason tournament involving
every team in the league.

“Then we pick allstars from the
whole county from every age
group, and they play in a district
tournament. From there, you go
on 1o a state tournament, and all
the way up to the World Series.”

Freeman said this postseason
circuit is a major draw for children
to play in the Babe Ruth League,
and the chiklren are talking about
the alkstar tournaments as soon as
sigm-ups start, And he believes the
comimunities who do not partici-
pate in Babe Ruth play have no
choice: The booster clubs in Babe
Ruth own their fields, so they can
do what they want, but the county
owns the fields the other communi-
ties play on, so they are obligated to
play with the county.

And Todd Hanes, who has two
children playing at Davis-
Townsend, disagrees with the the-
ory that it's not the county’s job to
prepare the children for high
school play.

“Our recreation department
could have fended all this off if they
had gone to an A-B league and
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Arcadia Yankees' rookie coach Marvin Johnson gives some pointers to Austin Yale before his at-bat during the Yankees' game at Churchland.

offered all-star and tournament
play,” Hanes said. "Bui they have
to appeal to the masses and please
as many people as they can, and I
respect that.”

Hanes likes the fact that Babe
Ruth offers children the best of
both worlds. All children get 1o play
who want to play, and the league
offers postseason allstar tourna-
ments,

“I'm a big fan of recreation
sports,” he added. “And it's very,
very important that each and every
child. regardless of skill level, gets
a chance to play the sport they
wanl to play.

“A kid on the bubble, you can
help him through a tough time.
And we're teaching kids life les-
sons, Look what a kid can get the
opportunity to do if he plays.”

Parnell says the county tried to
do something similar at one time,
and it didn't work out. “We chose
to join a national organization
(Pony League), and we found out it
did not coincide with our thoughts
and ideas,” he said.

“Their primary focus was, they
didn't care what we did as long as
we pay money and come to tour-
naments.”

And the all-star play, Parnell
argues, is not preparing children
for high school, anyway, “We try to
pattern our rules and regulations
after the North Carolina High
School Athletic Association; that's
sort of our guide, And you don't
win a state championship and go
on to all-star play. That's it."

Some parents may argue Amer-
ican Legion baseball is an all-star
circuit for high school players, pro-
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viding the best players from each
county additional game time
againsi, the best players in high
school baseball.

Kevin Bowers, president of the:
Hasty Boosters Club, said his
club’s decision was a no-brainer.

“T just believe at the time (the
other communities joined Babe
Ruth) we were OK with what the
county program had to offer,” Bow
ers said, “Overall, we had a sound
progrant, and I'm just nol sure we
saw the need 1o change,

Bowers, who has two children
who play at Hasty, has a different
perspective on the level of compe
tition. He coaches his 12-year-old
daughter on a tavel team, and that
is where the wheat is separated
from the chaff.

“There’s a big difference
between Babe Ruth and county ball
and travel ball,” he added. “It's just

a different world. I's a lot different.
a lot more competitive, USSSA and
NSA (United States Specialty
Sports Association and National
Softhall Association) and all these

After playing
in an earlier
game, Arcadia
C-ball player
Crystal DeBusk
has a talk with
one of her
brothers in the
dugout during
the Arcadia
Yankees'
rookie game
at Churchland.
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Welcome Knights' Babe Ruth rookie Nicholas Moffitt (right) shares his

travel leagues are designed for  Sunflower seeds with teammate Brandon Wilkins during a game at

s{um-bud}: who's looking for a lit-

Welcome.

some dads volunteered to help.
And this gave 12-15 more kids an
opportunity to play.”

‘The Junior League is similar to
middle school football, with teams
made up of boys in seventh and
eighth grade. Due to a lack of fund-
ing and Title IX restrictions with
the county school system, it is not
affiliated with the schools but
played at the club level. And it pro-
vides children with valuable expe-
rience as they prepare for high
school basehall.

“It is another league that offers
kids an opportunity to face high
school baseball, as far as the rules:
£0,” Gray said. “Some of the dads
in the communities had some con-
cern about their kids not being pre-
pared for high school baseball, so
we took it upon ourselves to forma

eague.

“It's really been exciting. And
it's been very competitive. In our
B-League, one run determined the
county champion. In the A-League,
one run determined the county
champion.” North | beat Central I
54, and Central [ beat North II 4-
3 in the title games at Southmont
field May 1.

Lexington joined play this sea-
son, and Gray said he hopes
Thomasville and Sheets Memori-
al can form teams in the near
future to create a true countywide
league,

Problems with fans give

children a bad influence

‘There have been some highly
publicized instances of poor fan
behavior in all sports at all levels,
Unfortunately this lack of sports-
manship has made its way into
youth sports, and this area is no
exceplion. No one is exactly sure
why fan behavior has deteriorated
so much over the last few years,
but everyone agrees aboul the
decline.

*It's very difficult to emphasize
participation when parents and
coaches say you've gotta win, gotta
win,” Parnell added. "You can still
be competitive and have fun, to. I
want Lo go see a ballgame and see
parents cheering for both teams.”
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e mere than recreation.

“Trevee] ball is just a umpltm'-ru,
for sonw kids who are guing into
middle school ball, wfmn they
Taave o e e wsum Qe gt cut),
And wavel ball's getting 1o be big
in the county. But if | were com-
ety dissatsficd with county ball
1 would just do wavel ball.”

The D-T declsion

Alter rendneng with the recre
ativn cepartment trough the first
wave ol Babe Ruth defections,
some  parenis  with  Davis.
Townsend decided they nevded a
change. S0 Nelsun Brown, who
was buoster club president al the
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e, onganized a vole, and an over
whelming majurity chose 1o pull
outl of the recreation department,
Hanes sid he voled 1o renmin with
the county 1o avaid a split booster
club, Ironically, that's exactly what
happened. Four members voued
fur the county, 25 others voted 10
pull o,

The problem the community
faced was U hooster club, unlike
U wther five alrvady participating
in Babe Ruth, did not own the
Devis Towmsend fivld. So the coun-
ty and the bouster club have con-

wling reports aboul what hap-
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pened next: The booster club says
ther county tuld them their children
could not use the feld I;iﬁ::ms-r it
Wils COunty property; the county
says e booster cluby wemt 10 coun-
ty manager Kobert Hyatt and the
commissioners, who sed the fivk]
was county property, and they
coubd wse 1.

As a testament o both sides,
they reached a resolution and
agreed 1w split me at te Geld, So
far, they have proven they can
CueKist,

S0 three coaches have county
recreation teans playing under the
D-T winbrella, and the rest of the
children in the community play
under Babe Ruth sanctions.

Une of the other key problems
wads an age gap in e kagnoe bresk-
down, Il a child’s birthday tell
between April 30 and Aug. 1, that
child would be 100 vld for C-ball
but not old envugh for Pee Wee,
Babe Ruth had a solutivn for that
by breaking down each age brack-
el s Suncler, 10under, et In i,
a Tyearvld could play 10under, if
hiis parvnts thuught he were skallod
enuvugh,

Brown said the switch was a
reflection of the community's
desines.

“We pul it up to the parents to
vole on. That's what the parents
wanled, so that's what we've got.”

Suine whu either didn't attend
the vule or found out at the last
mnute accusetd the meimbers of
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Parnell belioves the responsibilk
ity for modeling good behavior for

wotsors falls on the shoulders of
e coaches,

"As a coach you should encour-
ape prople to cheer for your teamn,
bast they don't have 10 cheer against
the cther team.

“But so many people just take
il 80 srrh.mliﬂpﬂ blow it out of
proportion,”

A greal deal of the ire is direct-
ed al umpires, often high school
students hoping 1o make a linle
spending money for the summer.
Parnedl says most parents have the
samie expeciations of the young-
sters in the Bl shirs, “They don't
louk at the vificial and want a fair
gaune. They just want them 1o give
thir kid an unfair advantage.

“I's getting o the puint where
we have W beg people to of ficiate.
Whether they call a guod game or
& bad game, they're guing 10 get
sereared at and humiliated.

“Officiating is a very difficult
thing to do, and we with a lot
of young officials, They do go
through sune waining, but we can't
tran therm on huw to deal with ime
spunsible adulis. [ just wish | had
a magc button [ cuald mash, and
everybody would have a guod s
tude: about youth sports. But some
where we've lost sight of what
youth sports is all about”

Jason Cueen can be reached at
SAIIE L, ext. 220, or
Jasun, gueenéithe-dispateh. com,




