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The Crack of the Mop Handle
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Fifth Annual Little Italy Stickball Tdurnament

S

tickball, at least one version of it, is
a city sport — baseball on asphalt,
with some quirky rules and
minimal equipment.

The bat is a replacement handle for
a mop or shovel, cut down. Nobody
wears a glove. The bases are chalk marks
drawn on the pavement.

Obstacles like fire hydrants and
parking meters are part of the playing
field. Hitters are allowed (and actually
try) to play the ball off them. Balconies
and awnings are playable, too, but
hitting the ball onto a roof isn’t a homer;
it’s an automatic out.

The cradle of urban stickball
civilization is New York City, where
immigrants’ kids popularized the game

in the early 20th
L o C AL Century. When
EVENTS

they moved, the
game went with
them, and other
stickball centers
got established in New Jersey, Florida,
and Puerto Rico. Local players credit a
man named Bobby Ortiz with bringing
stickball here when he arrived from the
Bronx in 1975. But it wasn’t until 20
years later that San Diego was able to put
together a traveling tournament team.

In 1995, the San Diego Knights
competed in the annual Memorial Day
tournament back East. With Ortiz as one
of their players, they were extraordinarily
successful, taking second place. When
they returned to San Diego, they
founded the annual Labor Day
tournament in Little Italy.

Tournament director Jim
Strickland of North Park was asked why

Little Italy became the venue. “Originally
we went to the Gaslamp and did a
presentation,” he said, “and they were
lukewarm to the idea, because it really
wouldn’t bring business to the retail
outfits.” Then Willie Blas, a city
firefighter who lives in Serra Mesa and is
San Diego’s stickball commissioner,
talked to the Little Italy Association.
“They jumped right onboard.”

The first couple of years were
rough — literally, because of all the
construction. “Some of our ‘fields’ had
scaffolding over on one side,” Strickland
recalled. “Pieces of construction
equipment were parked along the curb.
Now it’s ideal — all developed, with
beautiful condos and great obstacles that
make it stickball heaven.”

Every odd-numbered year, out-of-
towners come out to play the locals. This
year four teams from New York, New
Jersey, and Florida will play seven from
San Diego.

Who are the traditional favorites?
“The years that the eastern teams don’t
come, we have a San Diego winner,”
Strickland said coyly. “If they show up,
no.

Why do the nonlocals prevail,
when we can boast plenty of athletes?
“The other guys grew up playing
stickball, and pretty much that’s all they
play. On Sundays, the wife and kids
come out — it’s an all-day thing. So
there’s that sheer experience.” They are
also very talented. “They don’t make
many mistakes.”

In 2001, a Bronx team won the
Little Italy championship against the
hometown Knights, which still counts
among its members Ortiz, now

in his mid-50s, and Blas, who
once played minor-league
baseball (for the Houston
Astros). The score was 2-0.

Low scoring is typical, due
to the difficulty of hitting
well — or even at all, said
Strickland. There is no pitcher.
You stand at home plate and
pitch to yourself, fungo-style,
but you get only one swing.
“And if you're off just a little, it
becomes a routine bouncing
ground ball or just a simple
little popup, no matter how
hard you swing.”

When new people attempt
stickball, they are often
humbled by this aspect of the
game. “A father and son,
neither of whom had ever
played stickball, came out to
our practice yesterday,” said
strickland. The son, a | 2-year-
()ld, ]mundcd the ball CVEery
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time. “The dad touched the ball three
times out of 100 tries.”

The official ball is pink rubber, the
size of a racquetball. “For the
tournament we ‘import’ them from the
East Coast. The ball has a lot of bounce
and a lot of velocity.” Well-hit, it can go
100 miles an hour. As a result, trying to
catch it — especially without a glove —
1s another humbling experience. “You
need soft hands to play this game;
they’re able to absorb the energy. I have
what they call bricks for hands. Fly balls
bounce right out of them.”

The gloves that baseball and
softball players wear make fielding not
only easier but less dangerous to digits
than stickball playing. Strickland broke
his thumb tagging a base runner at third
a few years ago. “Ended up in a cast.
You jam fingers — that happens
frequently.”

And asphalt, hard on knees in any

Stickball “fields”™ in Little Italy

case, 1s particularly hard on those of
stickball players, who tend to be men in
their late 30s and up. (Blas, born in
1960, estimates their average age from
New York to California is 38.)

That surface would also eliminate
sliding, wouldn’t it? “Not too many guys
slide,” the 50-year-old Strickland
conceded. “Some do, but they’re all
from New York. I've never seen a local
guy slide.”

— Jeanne Schinto
Fifth Annual
Little Italy Stickball Tournament
Saturday-Monday,

August 30-September 1
9:00 a.m.-4:00 p.m.

India and Columbia Streets,
between Beech and Date
Little Italy

Free
619-299-9323
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