The great game of baseball
The United States is a sport-loving country, and no other athletic
endeavor holds quite the same place in the nation’s collective heart
as baseball. For a truly American experience – complete with crowd
sing-alongs and obligatory fast-food snacks – attend a home game at
one of the country’s great ballparks.
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Known as America’s favorite pastime,
baseball has been around longer
than any other professional sport in
the US. Played under modern rules
since 1845 and professionally since
1869, baseball has weathered racism,
scandals, strikes, world wars, ownerplayer feuds, and the changes wrought
by television broadcasting and soaring
player salaries.
The American obsession with baseball is typically passed down from
generation to generation. Parents
take their kids to the local ballpark,
play catch in the backyard, and cheer
on their miniature sluggers at Little
League games. Kids across America
dream of playing in the Major
Leagues, and throughout the country,
devoted fans live and die with their
teams’ successes and failures.
Baseball can be fairly slow or
extremely exciting, depending on
the pitching and hitting quality on
any given day, as well as on the charisma of individual players and the
reputations of the teams. Some teams,
such as the Boston Red Sox and the
New York Yankees, have a national
following, attracting nearly as many
fans on the road as the teams they
play against. Others are lucky to fill
their home stadiums – although often
the underdog is the secret favorite.
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The catcher is the only player who can see
the whole field, he often directs the play

The basics

The baseball season runs from
April to September, with a series
of play-offs in October that lead
to the World Series. There are two
leagues: the National League and
the American League; teams play
162 games within their own league
during the regular season, only
facing the opposing league during
the play-offs and special events such
as the All-Stars game.
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Going to a game

Although the finer points of baseball
can be mystifying, a general understanding of the rules will infinitely
enhance your enjoyment of the
game. If you find yourself confused
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The atmosphere of the crowd at a major
league game can be electrifying

at any point, don’t hesitate to ask
someone sitting nearby. Baseball
fans are usually more than willing to
explain the game. In fact, going to a
ball game often resembles a day in
the park more than a sporting event.
Except during the post-season or
match-ups between great rivals, there’s
little of the intensity of many other
professional sports such as American
football or hockey.
A Major League ball game begins
with the singing of the national
anthem, followed by the ceremonial throwing out of the first pitch
(usually by a local celebrity). Halfway
through the seventh inning comes
a break in play known as the seventh-inning stretch – a good time
to stretch your legs and get some
refreshments. Traditionally, at the
start of the seventh-inning stretch the
whole crowd stands and sings Take
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Similar to English rounders, baseball
is a ball-and-bat game, where players
score points by hitting the ball and
running around the bases. Players
on the batting team rotate through
the line-up to face the pitcher of the
fielding team. The pitcher’s goal is to
throw a ball that is difficult to hit, but
is still within a hitter’s strike zone. If
it’s a good pitch, but the hitter fails to
connect with the ball, it’s called a strike.
After three strikes, the hitter is
called out, and after three hitters are
called out, the inning is over. There
are typically nine innings per game,
with each team getting a turn to bat
and field once per inning. If the score
is tied after nine innings, the game
will continue until someone scores.
(The longest baseball game in history
lasted 33 innings – over 8 hours and
25 minutes!)
If the hitter connects with the ball,
he immediately drops the bat and
starts running around the bases. The
goal of the runner is to touch each
base around the diamond before
returning to home plate, where he
officially scores a point. The fielding
team tries to touch the runner out
with the ball, which is usually the
most exciting part of the game. You’ll
probably see a few players slide into
the bases, which is how the pristine
uniforms, some with pinstripes, end
up so dirty.
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Me Out to the Ball Game, a 1908 Tin
Pan Alley song. Everyone is encouraged to sing along:
Take me out to the ball game,
Take me out with the crowd.
Buy me some peanuts and Cracker Jack,
I don’t care if I never get back,
Let me root, root, root for the home team,
If they don’t win it’s a shame.
For it’s one, two, three strikes, you’re out,
At the old ball game.
Note that most singers replace the
words ‘home team’ with the actual
name of the home team. Since the
terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001, God Bless America has also
been sung during the seventh-inning
stretch. It is considered a sign of
respect to remove your hat and place
your right hand over your heart.

Unique experiences

Best ballparks

Baseball revels in its history, legends,
and statistics. Although many old
stadiums have been replaced with
larger, more modern facilities, at least
two ballparks steeped in baseball
lore remain. Fenway Park (4 Yawkey
Way, Boston, MA; tel: 877-733-7699;
www.redsox.com), the home of the
Boston Red Sox, opened on April 20
1912, just five days after the sinking
of the Titanic. Wrigley Field (1060
West Addison Street, Chicago, IL; tel:
800-843-2827 for in-state calls, 866652-2827 for out-of-state calls; www.
cubs.com), home of the Chicago
Cubs, opened two years later. Smaller
than most Major League ballparks,
both are intimate, quirky, and
regarded as baseball’s cathedrals.
At the other end of the spectrum are
the new stadiums, which dazzle with
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their architecture, scale, and views.
Among the most lauded are PNC
Park (115 Federal Street, Pittsburgh,
PA; tel: 412-321-2827; www.pirates.
com), the waterfront AT&T Park (24
Willie Mays Plaza, San Francisco, CA;
tel: 415-972-2000; www.sfgiants.com),
Oriole Park at Camden Yards (333
West Camden Street, Baltimore, MD;
tel: 888-848-2473; www.orioles.com),
and Safeco Field (1250 First Avenue
South, Seattle, WA; tel: 206-346-4000;
www.mariners.com).

The complete experience

Food is a big part of the ballpark
experience. Roaming vendors sell
snacks and drinks (including Cracker
Jack – peanuts and caramel-coated
popcorn), while concession stands
Scoreboards often show the status of
games being played in other cities

29/9/11 13:37:37

serve up local and themed specialties
such as Philly cheesesteak (Citizen’s
Bank Park, One Citizens Bank Way,
Philadelphia, PA; tel: 215-463-1000;
www.phillies.com), Texas-style barbecue stuffed baked potato (Minute Maid
Park, 501 Crawford Street, Houston,
Texas; tel: 713-259-8000; www.astros.

Great rivalries

Baseball produces some of the most
intense rivalries in American sport,

Baseball lingo
Baseball has a language all of its own, and
learning the lingo is part of the fun. Here
are some key terms you should know:
• Strike: A well-thrown pitch counted
against the batter. After three strikes,
the batter is out.
• Ball: A poorly thrown pitch counted
against the pitcher. Four balls give the
batter an automatic walk to first base.
• Full Count: When a pitcher has thrown
two strikes and three balls in a single
at-bat (time at bat). One more strike
makes an out; one more ball ‘walks’
the batter.
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• Home Run: A hit that allows the batter
to circle all the bases on a single play.
• Grand Slam: A home run hit with all
bases occupied, thus scoring four runs.
• Batting Average: A player’s total hits
divided by his number of times at bat.
• RBI (Runs Batted In): The total number
of runs resulting from a player’s at-bats.
• ERA (Earned Run Average): The number
of runs a pitcher has given up per nine
innings pitched, not including runs
scored through defensive errors.
• Double Play: When fielders manage to
get two players out on a single turn.
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Snacks, from Cracker Jack to hot dogs to
sushi, are a key part of the experience

com), bratwurst (Miller Park, 1 Brewers
Way, Milwaukee, WI; tel: 414-9024000; www.brewers.com), and pirogi
(Progressive Field, 2401 Ontario Street,
Cleveland, OH; tel: 216-420-4487;
www.indians.com). San Francisco’s
Gilroy garlic fries earn plaudits, as does
Seattle’s sushi roll, the Ichiroll, named
for star player Ichiro Suzuki.
Whole vacations – even honeymoons – have been designed
around visiting baseball stadiums.
For those who don’t want to make
arrangements on their own, there are
organized trips such as Jay Buckley’s
Baseball Tours (tel: 608-788-9600;
www.jaybuckley.com) and Around
the Horn Baseball Tours (tel:
888-648-0052; www.aroundthehornbaseballtours.com). Facility tours
are also available directly at most
ballparks.
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Stadiums range from the vintage (Boston’s Fenway Park and Chicago’s Wrigley Field) to the
huge and state-of-the-art (New York’s Yankee Stadium and Citi Field)

52
Unique experiences

and tickets to games between major
rivals typically command higher prices.
Fan enthusiasm also tends to be at its
peak at these games, making them the
ideal occasions for experiencing the
American passion for the sport.
Among the most famous rivalries is
between the Boston Red Sox and the
New York Yankees, which dates back to
the trade of Babe Ruth – often called
the best player in baseball history –
from Boston to New York in 1919. The
move touched off the Yankees’ era of
greatness (27 World Series titles as of
2010), while Boston went without a
championship for 86 years until 2004,
when they staged a dramatic comeback
to beat the Yankees in the American
League Championship Series en route
to sweeping the St Louis Cardinals in
the World Series.
Another baseball rivalry is between
the San Francisco Giants and the Los
Angeles Dodgers. This feud dates back
to the late 1800s, when both teams
were based in New York City, and it
has continued unabated since they
moved to California in the late 1950s.
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New York now boasts two teams, the
Yankees and the Mets. For most of the
regular season, teams play others in the
same league, but during interleague
play, the two teams meet in what’s
known as the Subway Series, a classic
New York event.

Special baseball experiences

Baseball offers many special experiences beyond regular-season games. To
check out the sport at closer range and
in a more casual setting than the Major
League ballparks, consider attending
the pre-season Spring Training camps
in Arizona and Florida starting in
February or early March.
The All-Star Game, between the
National and American Leagues, is
usually held on the second Tuesday
in July (in a different location each
year). The winning league earns hometeam advantage in the World Series in
October. Among the greatest advantages of attending an All-Star Game
is the opportunity to see many of the
best players in baseball from different
teams at the same time.
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Baseball in the movies

If you happen to be in the home of
one of the leading teams in October,
try to snag tickets to a play-off game.
It’s an exciting opportunity to see
the best players battle it out for the
ultimate honor.
You don’t have to go to a Major
League game to have a great baseball

Robert Redford as a brilliant player who gets
a second chance at baseball glory 16 years
after a tragic mistake derails his budding
career. In The Rookie (2002), Dennis Quaid
plays a high-school teacher and baseball
coach who becomes the oldest rookie in
Major League history.
Costner also stars as a Minor League
catcher in the much-loved Bull Durham
(1988), with Tim Robbins as a cocky young
pitcher and his future long-term partner
(they split up in 2009) Susan Sarandon
as a team groupie. Other popular films
include Major League (1989), starring
Tom Berenger, The Bad News Bears
(1976) with Walter Matthau, Eight Men
Out (1988) with John Cusack, and a third
Costner film, For Love of the Game (1999).

experience. Watching a Minor
League game in a small-town ballpark can be very enjoyable; some
teams, such as North Carolina’s
Durham Bulls, are quite well known
– and you may just catch a glimpse
of the next great player before he
becomes a star.
For true baseball fans – or anyone
who simply wants to understand the
sport’s place in US culture and history – the National Baseball Hall of
Fame (5 Main Street, Cooperstown,
NY; tel: 888-425-5633 or 607-547-7200;
www.baseballhall.org) is another
unmissable experience. Exhibits
explore the history, the records, the
great players, and the memorable
moments of the sport.
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Over the years, film-makers have found
in baseball a rich source of cinematic
material, from Pride of the Yankees
(1942), the triumphant and tragic story
of the great player Lou Gehrig, to the film
adaptation of the Broadway musical Damn
Yankees (1958), to A League of Their Own
(1992), the story of the first professional
women’s baseball league.
The best baseball movies are about
much more than runs, strikes, and outs.
Themes of father-and-son relationships and
second chances resonate through many
films, including perennial favorite Field of
Dreams (1989), starring Kevin Costner as
an Iowa farmer who obeys a mysterious
voice and builds a baseball field in his
cornfield. The Natural (1984) features

At the end of the game, most players are
willing to sign autographs for the fans
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