
An Outsider’s View of Rickwood Field: A Three Part Journey
By: Jeb Stewart

The Call of Rickwood

I’m not like the rest of you; I have an outsider’s view of Rickwood Field that leaves me
nostalgic for the past, but without the color of memory.  I’ve visited the park many times, and I’ve
read all of the books celebrating its 100 years, but it’s often difficult to fully connect to a history one
didn’t share personally.

I didn’t witness Walt Dropo’s bat explode into a pitch in 1948, later to leave an “X” on the
original wall; I never saw a teenage Willie Mays glide across a wide expanse of pasture before
unleashing his arm toward an unfortunate runner; I didn’t see Reggie Jackson hit a mammoth home
run over the right-field roof to win a game; I wasn’t present for the decline of Rickwood in the
1970’s, when the ballpark was indifferent to the often sparse crowds, who still loved the game and
the park; and I missed Rickwood’s brief renaissance during the 1980’s.   

Rather, my viewpoint of Rickwood Field has been defined by the annual Rickwood Classic.
Since 2001, when my son Ryan was two, he and I have shared a personal view of the ballpark
together. My younger son, Nolan, now joins us each year.  The fact that the Rickwood Classic is a
middle-of-the-week afternoon contest has always made the game more special to me.  This is
because I never have to worry that my sons will need to leave early to get to sleep.  It’s also one of
the few non-holidays that I allow to make me miss work; and I excitedly put the date on my calendar,
as soon as the Barons announce it each year.

The actual games I have witnessed at Rickwood, while enjoyable, have been mostly a
collateral part of the classics I’ve attended.  In fact, I doubt I could even recall any of the scores.  It’s
the ballpark that draws me in each year.  In the last 20 years, designers of newer ballparks around
the country have tried to capture the idiosyncracies of older parks (while catering to the comfort
demands of a modern audience), but their efforts have often been mere contrivances. There is
nothing contrived about Rickwood.

Rickwood is in the air for me as soon as I turn left onto Arkadelphia Road from Interstate
Exit 123.  From the welcoming green of the arcade, through the inner breeze-way and turnstiles, to
the odd entrance tunnels leading into the grandstand, Rickwood remains true to herself.  Even the
support columns, which obstruct the view as they support the roof, are a comforting part of the
experience of Rickwood.  As a fan, it’s difficult not to think about the history of the park and all she
has witnessed, while watching a game.  

Although I have not lived the history of Rickwood, some places seem to be marked with the
indelible imprint of what happened there.  Gettysburg is like that; when the winds blow across the
tall grass of the battlefields in the late-Summer, it’s hard not to feel a chill of consequence.
Rickwood is the same way – whether it’s hearing the ball pop in the catcher’s mitt or the roar of the
crowd as the runner races the ball to third – there’s an ethereal sense that I’m watching more than
just the game; I’m sharing the community of a place that transcends the sport.



From the novel, Shoeless Joe, p. 99 (First Mariner Books Edition, 1999).
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August 18, 2010:  The Imposter in the Rain

On August 18, 2010, Rickwood turned 100 years old, which is quite an accomplishment for
any ballpark, particularly a park that stood fallow for a number of years, which passed during the era
of the wrecking ball.  Rickwood’s northern cousins, Shibe Park and Forbes Field, had long since
succumbed to progress, in the form of soulless surrogates, but the ballpark at the corner of 2nd

Avenue West and 12  Street West in Birmingham has withstood the threat of extinction.th

Against the backdrop of Rickwood’s centennial, I nearly got the view as an insider to the
park.  About a week before the anniversary, I received an email about the upcoming celebration and
was told that a three inning game would be played to mark the event.  I replied to one of the
organizers, and shamelessly volunteered myself as a player.  However, I was told that college
students in a wood-bat league would be playing instead.

The night before the game, with Rickwood still 99 years old, I went to the Birmingham
Public Library to hear Allen Barra speak about his superb new book, Rickwood Field: A Century in
America’s Oldest Ballpark.  Before the speech, I ran into a colleague, David Wininger, who asked
if I was still interested in playing the following day; he explained that one of the teams wouldn’t be
able to appear.  In W.P. Kinsella’s words, I suddenly felt that “... all the cosmic tumblers have
clicked into place ...”,  and immediately accepted.1

I’d like to say that there was magic in the air on August 18, but it felt like any other August
day in Birmingham, Alabama.  It was humid and hot, but I knew I was about to become a small part
of Rickwood’s history, which was enough for me.  I packed my baseball pants, socks, cleats, hat,
glove, and my wooden bat and headed to the office to pretend to work before leaving for the park.

I arrived at Rickwood around 11 a.m. Rickwood’s Director, David Brewer, seeing my
excitement, directed me to the third base clubhouse.  I put on my uniform and nervously gripped my
bat and waited, but made intermittent trips out to the field.  And then I saw my teammates.  To say
that the sight of them almost sent me running for my car would be a gross understatement.  They
were all college players, all hugely muscular, and they all looked talented.  I knew I was in over my
head.  I was just an imposter, who had no business being on the same field as these kids, but I hoped
the three innings would pass without too much personal embarrassment.

One of the pitchers joked to another player that he was going to drill him with a 90 mile-per-
hour fastball through the center of his head, to which his friend retorted, “man, you should just lob
one in there nice and easy for me to hammer.”  The pitcher laughed and, pointing at me, replied,
“hell no, man; I’ll do that for this old guy.”  I encouraged his idea.

We headed up the tunnel to the field, laughing and bantering with enthusiasm, as if we were
old teammates in a happy routine.  I was one of them; I was a ballplayer at Rickwood.  Finally.  We
stood on the edge of the field and listened to the speeches, which were given by the Mayor, Art



Clarkson, and Rick Woodward’s grandson.  In my fervor, I didn’t even notice the silvery black
clouds, which were rapidly gathering above the right field grandstand.  

The rain didn’t start with a sprinkle; the clouds opened decisively and a steady downpour
began, which didn’t stop for well over an hour.  As we retreated to the tunnel under the grandstand,
David Brewer informed us that no grounds crew was available to ready the field for play. There
would be no 100  anniversary game.  I had almost tasted a moment as an insider, but I was anth

imposter in the rain on that day.

 October 22, 2010 – I became a Rickwood Insider

At the end of every October, the Friends of Rickwood reseed the grass and close the park for
the winter, but not before they celebrate the field one last time by playing a baseball game.  I’m told
that the game originally started as Coke Matthews’s birthday party.  This time there would be no rain
and, to avoid any mystery, I played first base for four innings and another inning as a sluggish left
fielder.

As an outsider, there were things I didn’t know about Rickwood Field that I learned on
October 22.  I didn’t realize there is a downward slope in foul territory, but I discovered it while
stumbling after a foul pop.  There is also an apron of turf, which rises between the outfield grass and
the infield dirt across the diamond like a small Indian mound.  If you’re not careful, you can trip over
this little bump.  Trust me.

I also confirmed that my defensive abilities are marginal at best, as I made two errors at first
base.  And to say that I’m slow on the base paths would not adequately describe my inability to run
– I’m a 45 record being played at 33 RPM’s.  But, when I stood at the plate with a chocolate colored
bat in my hands, I got two hits in three at bats; and my .667 batting average at Rickwood will always
overshadow my other shortcomings as a player.

 In fact, until October 22, I didn’t know how a ball felt coming off a bat at Rickwood Field,
the oldest professional park in the United States.  But, as I felt the sting in my hands, and my line
drive base hit cleared the infield in the first inning, I knew.  As I got to first, I thought of Mays, Cobb
and Ruth and all the great players who played at Rickwood Field.

I felt the joy of the game and the park, and the special kinship of fellow devotees of
Rickwood, who played on the field that day.  And I belonged. 
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