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THE BIRMINGHAM BARONS WILL RETURN TO HISTORIC RICKWOOD

FIELD, AMERICA’S OLDEST BASEBALL PARK, ON WEDNESDAY, JUNE 1, TO

FACE THE CHATTANOOGA LOOKOUTS IN THE 2011 RICKWOOD CLASSIC,

PRESENTED BY STATE FARM INSURANCE.  NOW IN ITS 16TH YEAR, THE

ANNUAL THROWBACK GAME PAYS TRIBUTE TO RICKWOOD’S STORIED PAST,

WITH NET PROCEEDS FROM THE EVENT BENEFITING THE RESTORATION AND

REVITALIZATION OF THE CENTURY-OLD BALLPARK.  THIS YEAR’S EVENT WILL

CELEBRATE THE 50TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE 1961 BARONS AND THEIR FINAL

SEASON IN THE SOUTHERN ASSOCIATION, WITH THE HOMETEAM BARONS

WEARING THEIR GRAY 1961 UNIFORM, WHILE THE VISITING LOOKOUTS WILL

WEAR AN EARLY-1960’S WHITE UNIFORM.  GAME TIME IS 12:30, WITH GATES

OPENING AT 11:00.  TICKETS ARE ON-SALE NOW AT 205.988.3200, OR

ON-LINE AT BARONS.COM.

Rickwood Times
16 t  h ANNUAL RICKWOOD CLASSIC

The 2010 Birmingham Barons pose with Hall of Famer Harmon Killebrew, at last year’s Rickwood Classic.                                 Courtesy of Michael Wade.

W E D N E S D AY J U N E  1 12 : 30  P M

Hall of Fame Member 
GAYLORD PERRY 

To Headline 2011 Rickwood Classic

The 2010 Rickwood Classic paid tribute to the

ballpark’s 1910 opening, and celebrated a cen-

tury of rich baseball history, including having

hosted the play of more than one hundred

members of the Baseball Hall of Fame. For the

June 2 event, both teams donned reproduc-

tion early 20th century uniforms, including

the Barons’ iconic “Diamond B” jersey from

1910. Hall of Fame member Harmon

Killebrew delighted the 9,448 fans in atten-

dance by throwing the ceremonial opening

pitch, posing for pictures, and signing auto-

graphs. In a well-played 11-inning contest,

the hometown Barons lost to the visiting

Knoxville squad, 8-7, on a lead-off homerun

by Smokies’ 3rd baseman Marquez Smith.

Gaylord Perry, Hall of Fame pitcher & 2011 Rickwood Classic special guest, began his 22

season MLB career in 1962 with the San Francisco Giants.      Courtesy of Gerald Watkins.

The 1961 Barons finished the season one game behind the Chattanooga Lookouts, who captured the league title in what would be the

final year of the Southern Association.                                                                                                      Photo Courtesy of Clarence Watkins

State Farm
® PreSentS the 2011 rickwood claSSic:

a celebration oF the 1961 SeaSon

Baron slugger takes a cut at the 2010 Rickwood Classic, with near-
capacity crowd in background.                Courtesy of Michael Wade.

Wednesday, June 1 The Newspaper of the Rickwood Classic Vol.16  Ed.16 10cents

2010 Rickwood Classic:  A celebration of Rickwood Field’s Centennial

Gaylord Perry, Hall of Fame pitcher and veteran of
twenty-two Major League seasons, will be on-hand for
the June 1 Rickwood Classic.  Perry, elected to the Hall
of Fame in 1991, will throw a ceremonial opening
pitch and will sign autographs for the fans. A two-time
Cy Young Award winner, and five-time all-star, Perry
won 314 games, with eight MLB teams.

GAME STARTS 12:30 . GATES OPEN 11:00 . TICKETS ON SALE NOW . CALL 988-3200 . OR BARONS.COM



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 vis-
ited 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 run-
ner; 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 be-
cause 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.

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

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.

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 enthu-
siasm, 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 re-
treated 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 100th
anniversary game. I had almost tasted a moment as an insider, but I was an
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.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   By Jeb Stewart

An Outsider’s View of Rickwood Field: A Three Part Journey
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“Hot town, summer in the city. Back of my neck
getting dirty and gritty.”

Throughout the long, hot summer of 1961, I was
a kid obsessed with baseball. And who wouldn’t be?
After all, Bear Bryant wouldn’t win his first national
championship until after this baseball season ended.
I think it’s fair to say that Birmingham was crazy
about the National Pastime. 
This was an era when almost any empty lot in

Birmingham would be quickly swarmed by kids
forming pickup baseball games. There was some-
thing pure about long summer days and ballgames
without adult supervision. I can still smell that worn,
floppy outfielder’s glove of mine with its pungent mix
of red clay, leather and sweat. 
I totally loved the Barons. I would bug my dad so

often about going to see them that he finally gave
up and let me ride the bus out there by myself, even
at night. If I couldn’t go to a game, I would draw up
on scratch paper a homemade box score and listen
to it on WYDE radio. (That would be 850 on your
AM dial and “minor league baseball’s largest radio
network.”) If it was an away game that wasn’t
broadcast, the very next morning I would jump on
my bike and peddle to the nearest newspaper rack
and spend a nickel to get the score. I just had to
know!
My Little League team had a terrific coach

named Jake Walker. He was the only adult I knew
who would let kids call him by his first name. Ole
Jake would periodically pack us into his station
wagon and we’d head to legendary Rickwood Field.
We always sat in the Baron’s Bees section, be-
tween first base and the right field corner and high
up near the louvers. Little Leaguers in uniform could
get in for 50 cents. 
In 1961, we were all star struck with Stan Palys,

the Barons’ hard hitting outfielder who had already
played in the Major Leagues, for Cincinnati and
Philadelphia. But he was all ours and he was tear-
ing up the old Southern Association. 
Number 18 batted cleanup and was our long ball

hitter. He was a big guy for his era, 6’ 2”, and he
could put the wood on the ball. The previous year,
Palys had also been a Baron and batted .370,
crushed 38 homeruns and hit 116 RBIs. In what
struck me as a mixed blessing, but essentially very
unjust, he hadn’t been called up to the Detroit

Tigers, our parent club. So here he was, right back
with the Barons in 1961. Maybe it was bad for him,
but it was good for us. 
Looking back on it, I’m a little amazed when I re-

member how passionate our players seemed to be
about winning then.  How they used to call out the
other side’s bench, challenging and insulting them.
And mean it. The fans were a tough bunch too. Al-
though attendance at Rickwood had declined from
the 1950’s, the stands seemed mostly populated
with irritable “die-hard” types back then. 
These days at the park, you see lots of pretty

soccer moms and kids chasing each other around
in games of tag. Gone are the grizzled Italianate
men smoking a stump of a cigar, sitting by them-
selves, frowning, keeping a box score, totally fo-
cused on the game. They only bothered to speak
to scream their many displeasures to the ump and
to insult the opposing players. 
The 1961 Barons finished second in the South-

ern Association, but at least ahead of the hated At-
lanta Crackers. But unfortunately, both our team and
the entire league folded after that season.
Birmingham’s regrettable failure to deal with in-

tegration led to us not having professional baseball
for two long years. This would leave our city without
a pro team for the first time since 1885. Meanwhile,
college football made big inroads into the local
sports fan base. My guess is that the 1961 Barons
never realized it at the time, but they truly were the
end of an era. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .By Tom Cosby

Memorabilia Auction Set
In addItIon to game worn unIforms, other baseball memorabIlIa wIll be

avaIlable through a sIlent auctIon held outsIde the conference room, 

begInnIng before the game and endIng In the fIfth InnIng. 

bIddIng on game unIforms wIll conclude In the 9th InnIng.

Frank Skaff, former American
League player, coach, manager, and
scout, managed the 1961 Barons
team, and led them to their second
place finish, 89-63, one game behind
the Lookouts.  

Born in Decatur, AL, Alan Koch, a
right-handed pitcher, signed with
the Detroit Tigers, and spent 1960
and 1961 as a Birmingham Baron.
Following a promotion to the Inter-
national League, he spent 1963 and
part of the1964 season with the
Tigers until a mid-season trade to
the Washington Senators. 

LeGrant Scot t , Jr., a talented
second baseman, spent eight sea-
sons in minor league baseball, in-
cluding the 1961 season, and
portions of 1960 and 1965, as a
Birmingham Baron.  He set the
Barons’ single season record for
bases on balls in 1961, with 123 in
152 games.   

1961 Barons scorecard cover.  Courtesy of John Morse.

Stars of the 
1961 season

Courtesy of the Birmingham Barons

Courtesy of Clarence Watkins.

Courtesy of Clarence Watkins.

Don’t Miss Rickwood’s New Scoreboard
Many Thanks to All Contributors!
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