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Still going batty

While the debate rages over whether aluminum bats are good or bad for the sport,
the CSI baseball team bas been able to sample the advantages of both this season

By JIM WAGGONER

A)ANCE STAFF WRITER

Nobody’s enjoying Wagner College’s run toward a possible
lMortheast Conference baseball championship more than Tom
Veber, a former player who's in his 14th season as an assis-
tint coach at his alma mater.

Call it a labor of love or loyalty, or both, but the mortgage
Iroker keeps finding his way back to Grymes Hill when it’s
tme to break out the bats and balls every season.

It was a bit surprising, then, that the low-key Weber would
aproach a reporter this week to sound off on issue that has
ken gnawing at him for far too long:

The use of high-performance aluminum bats and how it af-
fets baseball, particularly the skyrocketing scores of a typi-
al college game.

“For one thing, we've bred a generation of pitchers who are
{raid to throw strikes,” said Weber, who a few days earlier
hd watched Wagner and Quinnipiac combine for 15 home
mns in an NEC double-header. “You get kids who throw 75
jtches in four innings and 90 percent of them are breaking

balls off the plate.
“Aluminum bats have altered the game, and not for the
better. Games are longer, hits are cheaper, and I
really think the use of wood bats would
bring back suspense to the game.”
Aluminum or wood?
For a generation
of young baseball
players, there
hasn’t been any
choice. Alu-
minum long ago
replaced wood as the preferred bat, more for economic rea-
sons than anything else. But a recent debate — the NCAA has
mandated new standards for aluminum bats because of safe-
ty concerns — seems to have everyone talking about revers-
ing field on a practice that began nearly three decades ago.
Ask any pitcher and he’ll tell you.
Often, a good inside pitch — one that would jam a batter
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CSlI's Ryan Lotito
takes a couple of
swings with his
bat of choice, a
wooden model.
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“It’s a truer game when you're using the wood.”

-Ryan Lotito

Bats
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using a wood bat sent sailing
into orbit in the aluminum-bat
world. Because the sweet spot on
wooden bats is minuscule com-
pared to that of metal bats, bat-
ters have to earn everything they

get
I've seen 5-foot-6 second base-
men hit the ball 420 feet,” said
necticut sopho:

lutely g the bal s really
ridiculous.

The truth is t most players
prefer wood £ You have to rely
on strength and bat speed, and it
puts mor rategy back into the
game to score runs.

all it something
pleasant terminol-

1 in favor of going back

long-time re
scouting for Atlanta Braves
“If a kid hits the ball out of the
400 feet with aluminum, it
y would be -foot fly
ball with wood. When we're i
ing a hitter on raw power, it’s the
r who's going to be
hurt by using aluminum

“We can’t depend on aluminum
bats. Have you ever picked one
up? It’s so light to handle that it
almost feels like a weapon. You
can understand why the little guy
can pop the ball out of the park.”

Then there’s the matter of the
quality of the game.

Last spring’s championship

game at the ge World Series

roduced a 14 score, a nation-

televised contest that brought

the aluminum vs. wood debate
alive again

“If you like pitching, you can
forget ab id College of
Staten Islan Y
whose
use wooden bats whi
handful of New Jers
Conference (NJAC) te
season. “The aluminum makes hit-
ting the ball too easy and the
games drag on. Just look at the
earned run averages.”

The first time Cali took his Dol-
phin club into the cage for batting
practice with wooden bats, it
dawned on him that many of his
players had never used anything
but aluminum

“We had to get erybody to-

er and explain about the (bat)

and grain and all the things

we took for granted as kids. Hey,

even a lot of today’s coaches are

young enough never to have used
wood.”

Hagemann said he remembers
watching a spring game between

CSlI player Ryan Lotito holds an
wooden one.

Columbia and Ohio Wesleyan
where they used wooden bats. The
5-4 game took only 1 hour, 45 min-
utes to complete.

“It was nicely played at a crisp
pace,” he said. “There were maybe
a couple of broken bats, but the
point is it was a pleasure to watch
that baseball game.”

The NJAC took the bold stance
last fall of becoming the first con-
ference in the country to require
that all opponents use wood or
more durable wood-composite
bats. Other NCAA Division III
conferences are using wood in
league play and switching to alu-
minum for non-conference games
against schools who wouldn’t
switch,

The NJAC's decision was the
product of an NCAA advisory
board’s recommendation last
summer that the current light-
weight aluminum alloy bats could
be considered dangerous. Espe-
cially, for pitchers who must react
quickly to balls hit hard back to
the mound, a task made more dif-
ficult by the speed of a ball com-
ing off an aluminum bat

“There’s a pitcher at St. John’s,
Pat Collins, whom I drafted out of
high school and is ft-eligible
again this year,” said Hagemann.

He took a line drive off his leg
and was out about a week.

“When we talk about this issue,
we have to consider the injury fac-
tor to the pitcher.”

Complicating matters is both
the cost and availability of
wooden bats. An aluminum bat
that can last two seasons costs
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around $160, while wooden bats,
le not nearly as costly, break
need to be replaced

more frequently.

“There’s just not enough bats to
go around,” said Esposito, who
used wooden bats in a summer
league last year and is signed to
immer with a team in
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aluminum bat, left, and a

the elite Cape Cod Baseball
League, which went to wood in
1985. “The pros get the good wood,
and the quality for the rest isn't
the same. There’s a very small
supply of good wood around.”

There are legal issues, too.
Easton Sports, one of the major
manufacturers of aluminum bats,
filed a $267 million lawsuit against
the NCAA, charging restraint of
trade over the new standards
which are due to take effect in Au
gust.

And, according to a Los Angeles
Times report, there are about 150
Division I coaches under contract
to bat companies, who pay them
up to $80,000 and provide free bats
to their teams.

All of which carries no signifi-
cance to a player like CSI senior
outfielder Ryan Lotito, who’s hop-
ing for a shot at a professional ca-
reer. He's a fleet-footed baserun-
ner with a strong arm and keen
awareness of the impact of alumi-
num bats.

“I prefer wood because if you
have ambitions to move on to the
next level, you have to show your
skills with wood,” said Lotito. “I
use wood in batting practice and
in the summer (with a team in the
Atlantic Collegiate Baseball
League, sponsored by Major
League Baseball).

“Aluminum takes away a lot of
the game; things like bunting and
stealing, things that might be to
my advantage. You see coaches
just sitting back and letting gu;
go up there and swing away, look-
ing for the long ball.

“It’s a truer game when you're
using the wood.”

It’s that truer game that Weber
misses, even while celebrating
Wagner College’s success this
spring season.

“If it cheapens the game,” the
coach said, “then I don’t care for
i




