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ABOVE: The St. Paul Saints’ Joe Arends
(right) is out at third base with a tag from
Geno Shultz, of the other St. Paul team—
the Thunder. The Saints went on to win the
championship game and the title at the 24th
National Wheelchair Softball Tournament.

AT RIGHT: The jubilant St. Paul Saints
celebrate their national title.

40 SPORTS 'N SPOKES

November 2000




by Larry Labiak / photos by Curt Beamer

For the third consecutive season, the rubber game between the
Saints and Thunder tested both softball teams’ championship mettle.

n typically classic style, their two-
out-of-three-games confrontation
became a championship rematch
between defending champion St.
| paul Rolling Thunder and their
crosstown rival, the St. Paul Saints, who
had to “kiss their sisters” in 1998 and
1999. But this time the Saints positioned
themselves in the catbird seat—an
advantageous position—and then clawed
their way to the top.

The 24th National Wheelchair Softball
Tournament, held August 18-20, found a
home in the friendly confines of
Chicagoland, the birthplace of 16-inch
softball more than a century ago. The
Chicago Cubs (standing as well as sitting
types) were tournament hosts under the
sponsorship auspices of Cubs Care—the
National League baseball club’s charity
arm—and the Rehabilitation Institute of
Chicago (RIC). A grand triple-diamond
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softball venue was developed on the
expansive parking lot at Schaumburg Sta-
dium, home of the Schaumburg Flyers
minor league ball club—and voila! The
battle to unseat 12-time national cham-
pion St. Paul Roller Thunder was on.

The Mission

The nitty gritty of the double-elimination
tournament was the Saints’ continuing
mission to unseat the Thunder, and the
Thunder’s staunch defiance of that notion.
To get to the Thunder, the Saints pulverized
the Nebraska Barons (12-2) and pounded
the Twins (10-3) on day one, while the
Thunder dominated Columbus (7-2) and
dumped the Cubs (6-3). Neither of these
only remaining undefeateds was about to
relinquish its winners-bracket status with-
out a knockdown, drag-out brawl.

In actuality, their first head-to-head
never lived up to its advance billing. The

Saints cruised to a surprising (to everyone
but them) 10-1 rout.

Pitcher Phil Price, who had joined the
Saints in midseason after being out of
the game since the end of 1995,
approached his first Thunder encounter
with a get-ahead, work-ahead, stay-
ahead philosophy—and a matching atti-
tude. He and the Saints had taken the
upper hand, but the Thunder s notorious
for almost annual comebacks from the
losers bracket to the winners circle.

In their next encounter, the Thunder
apparently figured they “had 'em just
where they wanted "em.” After teasing
the Saints with a two-run head start, they
bashed Hall of Famer Barry Hite, who had
come out of retirement just days before,
for five first- and two second-inning runs
to forge a 7-2 lead halfway home. Saints
coach Jon Speake had cajoled Hite back to
the game after starter Jason Dickmeyer
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Kansas City's Bob jars the ball loose
from Twins second baseman John Chris-
tianson. Minnesota won the 20-5 rout and

In Game 22, the RIC Cubs’ Mark Rusin pitches the ball to Kurt Smith at second base to ultimately a respectable fifth-place finish
force out the Rams’ Jeff Lloyd. Chicago won, 5-4. against tough, all upper-division foes.
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quit the team just two weeks before
nationals, Price relieved Hite in the fifth
but didn’t fare much better as the Thun-
der lead grew to 11-2.

On the other side, Dick Crumb
worked methodically through the
Saints lineup, scattering just four hits
over five shutout innings (two through
six) before the Saints tacked on a pair in
the seventh. So much for the false secu-
rity of the catbird seat, as the Thunder’s

Wisconsin's Rick Benevedes stretches for a ground ball.

RIC Cub Rene Aquino (left) was named
Division | Rookie of the Year.
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win in six innings.

12-4 comeback knotted the series at
one apiece.

Two Qutta Three Ain't Bad

And so, for the third consecutive sea-
son, the rubber game between the

New Hall of Famer Dick Crumb
(above) shared induction with Wis-
consin’s Phillip Rosenberg, who was
unable to accept his award in person.

The Ravens' Claude Hall and his teammates
finished a respectable third, even though the
RIC Cubs pounded Baltimore’s pitching on
the way to a 19-6 twelve-run slaughter-rule

Bombers pitcher Senny de
Guzman worked all ten Divi-
sion Il games his team played.

Saints and Thunder would test both
teams’ championship mettle. Crumb and
Price were on the mound, each searching
for the exhilaration, glory, and satisfaction
that goes with a national title.
The Saints swiped the early advantage
with four runs in the top of the first,
but the Thunder stayed close, put-

The Saints’ Scott Berg sports a grin and
the Division | MVP title.
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ting up a pair in the bottom half. The
Saints tallied single runs in the second
and fourth, while Price kept the Thunder
atbay through the fifth. Consecutive one-
out errors in the sixth fueled a Thunder
comeback, highlighted by consecutive
RBI-producing hits by outfielders Jesse
Gonzales and Linh Bowie that narrowed
the gap to 6-5. At that point, Speake
thought about bringing in Hite to relieve
Price, who would have none of it.

“This one’s my game, and they’ll have to
drag me off,” Price vowed to no one in
particular.

Meanwhile, Crumb settled down, qui-
eting the Saints in the fifth, sixth, and sev-
enth. Last raps belonged to the Thunder,
who eked out the tying run on short field-
er Dave Eckstrom’s two-out double that
pushed across second baseman Paul
Bester, who had singled to lead off the
inning. Eckstrom moved into third on the
throw home, and Speake had a dilemma
on his hands. Would they pitch to the
number-two hitter, Jim Langevin, or the
number-three batter, Todd Anderson, tout-
ed here as softball’'s best in the clutch?

Neither. Price intentionally walked
them both to get to shortstop Kevin Peter-
son. Speake’s calculated load-the-bases
gamble paid off when Peterson flied out
to deep left center to end the inning.

In the ninth, the Saints tallied a two-out
run that would prove decisive. With two
outs in the bottom half, rightfielder Manny
Steeber camped under, waited on, and
finally squeezed the life out of Langevin's
last-gasp two-out high fly to end the ball
game. Anderson was left in the on-deck
circle; the dynasty was put on hold.

It took seven long years for these erst-
while young upstarts and sprinkling of
seasoned veterans to reach the pinnacle
of their success. Who says youth is wast-
ed on the young? Not Jon Speake!

Hall of Fame

This year’s two new National Wheel-
chair Softball Association (NWSA) Hall of
Famers are from upper-Midwest teams.

« Dick Crumb has been a member of the
St. Paul Rolling Thunder since 1982 and a
starting pitcher since 1987. Hehasbeen a
starting—and winning—pitcher at the
national tournament in each of the Thun-
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der's nine national championship series.
He was voted all-tournament Division I
pitcher at the nationals in 1995, 1998, and
1999, as well as co-MVP in 1999.

According to Dave Eckstrom, a 1992
HOF inductee and Crumb’s teammate
and nominator, “Not only on the field but
off the field, Dick has been very impor-
tant to the success of the Rolling Thun-
der in fund-raising [as well as] organiza-
tion. He is a low-key, focused, effective
leader and sportsman.”

* For more than 20 years, Phil Rosen-
berg has played for and served as head
coach of the Wisconsin Badgers. In 1998,
he led the team to the Division Il nation-
al title in Denver. Off the field he has
been the Badgers’ team representative
for more than a decade, and although
his opinions are sometimes controver-
sial, he has helped draft and pass sig-
nificant NWSA legislation.

Norninating Rosenberg for the HOF, Don
Schmidt (1999 inductee) and Wisconsin
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PVA Executive Director Dan Heidtke
wrote, “Perhaps his greatest contribu-
tion comes as an unofficial ambassador
for wheelchair softball. He is an enthu-
siastic and tireless recruiter of new play-
ers. Role models are more than just the
best players. They are people who, with
hard work and per-
severance, com-
bined with character
and integrity, suc-
ceed in the ongoing
game of life. By his
involvement and
success with every
aspect of the game,
Phillip E. Rosenberg
has become a true
role model.”

On Deck

The Columbus Pio-
neers and the city of
Columbus, Ohio, will

cohost the Silver Anniversary 25th
National Wheelchair Softball Tournament
in 2001. For information, contact NWSA.

Contact: National Wheelchair Softball Asso-
ciation, (612) 437-1792 / 437-3889 (fax) /
www.wheelchairsoftball.com. S'NS
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Hi! I'm Valerie, co-founder of
Allegro and 1 wanted you to know
that our customer service is second
to none. We've been serving you
online since 1997,

Visit our website for more great
” deals or feel free to email me at

vpaxton@AllegroMedical.com.
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