b, of
‘Summer

by MARK R, JOHNSON

With teams from the mills to
the minors, baseball has long
had a home in Bend

F ew things marle the arrival of summer like the crack of a bat 'as it finds
a fastball. Somewhere benween the riffs of John Fogerny's *Centerficld,”
the aroma of buttery popeorn and the spectacle of the home team aking the
ficld, we slip headlong into baseball season. Tt happens il stadilms dcross the

country—and it’s no different in Bend.
This city's field of dreams. Vince Genna Staditien, has been around /for
more 'than hall a céntury, hosting diousands of innings and scores of reams.
days it’s the Bend Elks who draw the fans. but baseball was a popular

e before Genna Stadium existed.

Bend High School teammates discuss strategy before aspring game. Young men have played

baseball in Bend for; nearly 100 years.
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In the early 1900s, mill owners, eager to
boost employee morale and flex their com-
petitive muscle, created a semipro baseball
league, handpicking employees who knew
the game and recruiting college ballplayers
to beef up their rosters. Teams like the Elks,
Loggers and Merchants assembled each sum-
mer to swat balls into the junipers and slide
for home in the volcanic dust. The great
Johnny Pesky of Boston Red Sox fame once
played for the Elks in the old Oregon State
League.

For years, games were played at O’Donnell
Field, a baseball diamond-in-the-rough that
was more of a rodeo and circus arena than
a ballpark. Located close to Division Street,
near Miller Lumber Company and the rail-
road station, the field was named for Bend
pioneer Monte O’Donnell, a onetime catch-
er for the St. Louis Cardinals.

In 1935, baseball

more than just a summertime distraction,

as local became
O’Donnell Field evolved into an officially designated ballpark,
complete with bleachers for mill workers and their families. But in
1947 the city decided to raze O’Donnell: With its prime railroad
access, the spot was deemed ideal for an industrial property.

So Bend selected a new spot for a field—a government trailer
park at the corner of SE Fifth Street and Roosevelt Avenue. On
May 22, 1948, it was dedicated as the Municipal Ballpark. De-
signed for softball, the park later underwent reconstructive surgery

under the guidance and vision of Vince Genna.

From Bend to the Bosox

Johnny Pesky, known to many Boston
baseball fans as Mr. Red Sox, spent the
-"\ _ summer of 1937 with the Bend Elks. A Port-
i land native, Pesky led the league in batting
with a .543 average to help his team win
the state league title. (When Boston Red
Sox owner Tom Yawkey owned Oregon’s
Silver Falls Timber Company, Pesky actually
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Sox, that is—before he headed to Fenway Park.)

played for the Red Sox—the Silverton Red

In Boston, Pesky played shortstop and third base. In 1950
he joined teammate Ted Williams as the only players to
have scored 100 or more runs during each of their first
six seasons in major-league ball. Now 86, Pesky is a charter
member of the Boston Red Sox Hall of Fame.
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Still spry at 84,Vince Genna wields an old Louisville Slugger:

he House That Vince Bui

Genna (pronounced with a soft “g”) is a household name in
Bend, and Vince is widely considered to be the godfather of local
baseball. “I've been in baseball all my life,” he says of his passion,
which was kindled as he listened to his Chicago teams on the radio.
“I loved it as a little tiny kid.”

Now 84, Genna recalls first visiting O’'Donnell Field as a short-
stop with his Salem High School team in 1939: “We barnstormed
all of eastern Oregon and we played in Bend,” where the great fans
and nice weather made a lasting impression.

After serving in Italy during World War II, Genna returned
to Bend in 1954 to take a job with the city’s parks and recreation
department. Before long, he was its director, a position he held for
more than 37 years.

In addition to being a ballplayer and avid fan, Genna coached
many Bend American Legion teams, some to stardom. In 1958 his
team won the Oregon state championship and, in 59 and ’60, the
Area 1 crown. Genna’s influence would later help bring profes-
sional ball to Bend, and he served as a bench coach in the late 90s
for the Bend Bandits.

But Vince Genna’s name is perhaps best known as the one
etched on the city stadium. “I got a lot of blood and sweat in it,” he
says of the endeavor to upgrade the field, which began in 1958.

Municipal Ballpark’s original configuration made it cramped for
baseball, and its fences were only seven feet high. Genna didn’ like
the pine walls, either: “There were splinters all over heck, and I
thought, I'm not going to coach some kid and have him hang an
eyeball on one of those things.”

From a highway advertising company he bought the panels that

still form the stadium’s walls, raised the fence’s height to almost 12

Jeff Kennedy



feet and extended the entire outfield. He planted the trees that ring
the stadium and installed the lights. And although he considered
the odd layout a home-field advantage—batters had to squint into
the sun each evening—he raised screened nets to block the sun-
set glare. Soon, the house that Vince built was officially renamed
Vince Genna Stadium.

“Many pro players, asked what their favorite minor-league ball-
park is, have said it's Genna Stadium in Bend,” says Jim Richards,
owner and general manager of the reincarnated Bend Elks.
From Rainbows to Eiks

In July 1967, the cre-
ation of the Bend Profes-
sional Baseball Association
enabled the city to host sev-
eral regular-season games
of the Northwest League, a
short-season rookie league
with teams of first-time pro
players assigned to Eugene,
Salem, Medford and other
towns. The association had
two aims—to bring some
big-time baseball to the
city and to test its appetite

for professional ball.

A Hood River player dives back to first base during a game against Bend High.

Vince enna, at top right, coached his 1958 American Legion team to the Oregon state championship.

Bend proved hungty.

“In 1970, the first pro team came to Bend—the Bend Rain-
bows,” Richards says. A farm club of the Hawaii Islanders of the
Pacific Coast League, the Rainbows would be just the first in a
string of Bend minor-league teams. “Throughout the *70s, and
then '80s,” Richards recalls, “the [Philadelphia] Phillies had clubs
here, the [California] Angels had a club here.”

Genna, who helped bring the minors to Bend, says it scemed as
if Bend had a different A team every year. They included the Tim-
berhawks (1978), the Phillies (1979-1986) and the Bucks (1987-
1991). On June 16, 1992, Genna Stadium was home to the Bend
Rockies (1992-1994), a
Colorado Rockies minor-
league development team
that played the first-ever
game in that club’s history,
before it became a major-
league franchise. After the
Rockies relocated to Port-
land, Bend welcomed an
independent professional
team—the Bend Ban-
dits—between 1995 and
1998.

“It was baseball,” says
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Courtesy of Vince Genna

Crowds begin to fill the grandstands at Vince Genna Stadiurm,

Sign of the Times

In the May 4, 1935, edition of the Bend Bulletin, Miller Lumber Company ran an
ad that offered “a load of box wood” to the Bend Elk who had the highest batting
average in the following day’s game.

Richards, “but independent baseball is a
tough sell. You've got players that aren’t
from this area and they’re looking for the
first ticket out of town.” Attendance began
to drop, and after the Bandits left, the sta-
dium sat empty for a year.

In 2000 Richards purchased a franchise
in the Pacific International League, and the
Bend Elks officially returned to Central Or-
egon. For five years the Elks competed in
the PIL, capping their 2004 season with a
league championship. Along the way, they
reinvigorated local fans with what Richards
has promoted all along—playing for the
love of the game.

“Our players come here unpaid,” he
says. “Our players are the ones who groom
the field, and our fans love to see that. They
know that is a direct connectivity with our

old-fashioned style.”

24-WHEEL DRIVE.

ramembar o wear your asat bait.

OPPORTUNITY DOESN'T ALWAYS KNOCK. IN FACT, QUITE OFTEN IT MAKES A TURBO CHARGED ROAR. ENTER THE 2005 VOLVOS.

WHETHER YOU CHOOSE ONE OF OUR HEAD-TURNING, CORNER-GRIPPING PERFORMANCE SEDANS, OUR VERSATILE WAGONS VOLVO
OR OUR RUGGED ALL WHEEL DRIVE ADVENTURE VERICLES, YOU'LL BE TAKING ADVANTAGE OF THE BEST THAT THE ROAD HAS

TO OFFER AT EVERY TURN. YOU'LL ALSO HAVE THE ADDED CONFIDENCE OF LEGENDARY VOLVO SAFETY, IN CASE THINGS TAKE for life
AN UNEXPECTED TURN. VISIT YOUR VOLVO RETAILER FOR A TEST DRIVE. THE 2005 VOLVOS. MORE GOOD THINGS THAT HAPPEN

WHEN YOU THINK AND THEN YOU BUILD, WWW.VOLVOCARS.US 2005 Vako Gars of North Amerian, 115, Volvo, for " is a mistered 1mademark of Volvo, Atways

A A Scheduted Maintanance
/iu WM‘ 1865 NE HIGHWAY 20, BEND * 389-1177 + WWW.SMOLICHMOTORS. COM e i

Care By Volvor
Complinsntaty Factory

niiles, whichever vosurs first
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A Special Resort.
In A Special Place.
The Columbia River Gorge.

Whether it's your first visit or you're a

regular guest, you'll find that our friendly

staff, great dining, brearhtaking views and
abundance of activities make the Lodge

a place you'll want to come back ro.

Some Places Just Feel Right.

A rlee

SKAMANIA LODGE’
In the Columbia River Gorge

254 Guest Rooms-Some With Fireplaces « Waredleal Club & Spa
The Cascade Room, River Rock & Greenside Grille Restaurants
18-Hole Golf Course = Tennis
Columbia River Sternwheeler Cruises

Hiking * Bicyele Rentals * Indoor Fool

Museums

Local Wine Tasting

Family Fun
All Year Long!

At Bend's Premier Indoor Sports Facility

Public Skate

Friday & Saturday 6-9 pm
Sunday 2:30-4:30 pm
Dodgeball

Saturday 9-11pm

Plus:

Hockey « Lacrosse
Volleyball « Basketball
Birthday Parties
Summer Camps

Come Have Fun Today!
20795 High Desert Lane
Bend, OR 97701

(541) 388-3808

CENTRAL OREGON INDOOR SPORTS CENTER www.co-indoorsports.com
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This year the team is part of a new chapter
in regional baseball: the West Coast Collegiate
Baseball League, an NCAA-certified league
that is a port of call for promising young play-
ers. Relationships with such universities as
Oregon State, Washington and Gonzaga have
helped keep top athletes on the roster; the
Elks also look for players and coaches from
throughout the nation.

This approach to talent has paid off: In the
past five years, more than 20 Elks players have
signed professional contracts. Some are home-
grown players, such as pitcher Jared Sanders, a
former Mountain View Cougar, who now plays
in the Cincinnati Reds organization. Others
have come from outside the area and found a
place with the Elks: Californian Brian Barden
did in 2000; he nearly made the Arizona Dia-
mondbacks’ roster out of spring training this

year before settling in the high minors.

Hollywood
Hitter

Actor Kurt Russell

stole bases before he
stole scenes. A second baseman for the
Northwest League’s Bend Rainbows,
Russell made his professional debut at
Vince Genna Stadium on June 25, 1971,
hitting a double and a single and steal-
ing two bases.

“He owns a smooth, compact swing,”
wrote The Bulletin's sports editor,
Dennis Anstine. He called Russell a

player of “unlimited” potential.

“He could hit the ball,” recalls Genna,
“but the movies got to him.”

To be fair, not long into his baseball
career, Russell was sidelined with a
shoulder injury sustained in a collision
with another player. He officially re-
tired from baseball in 1973.



Benched? The plight of Vince Genna Stadium

What will be the future

1y

of Vince Genna Stadium!?

Controversy has nipped M £MA

T - e N A e at the heels of discussion -
GRSCADEBUSHESS 1, W i T 1 l by the Bend Metro Park LET’S FLAY BALL!
' ' ) & Recreation District
4 o about closing down the Take Me OUt
i stadium and using the to the Ballgame

location for other recre-

B} % ational purposes. A parks Bend Elks’ 2005 Home Schedule

" 42 board meeting in early June 10 Portland Witdcats 7 pm.

= 3005 included wlk of lur (cpening dzy)

ing minor—league baseball June 11 Portland Wildcats 7 p.m.

back to Central Oregon with a modern stadium on the former Bend Pine Nurs- June 12 Portland Wildcats 5 p.m.
ery site, in northeast Bend. June 21 Wenatchee Applesox 7 pm.
For now, however, the Bend Elks have two years remaining on their exclusive lAp=iy - Yvenaseh=e Applcsad &R,
lease with the parks district. Team owner Jim Richards says the team would like June 23 Wenatchee Applesox 7 p.m.
to stay at Genna Stadium long beyond that time. June 24 Kelowna Falcons 7 p.m.
“It’s a great ballpark, a great place to play ball,” he says—and a major attraction [R0e251 - LasNegasdsios épm.
for top-level northwestern college programs that send players to the Elks for June 26 Las Vegas Astros 7pm.
summer baseball. June 27 LasVegas Astros 6 p.m.

July 8 Spokane Riverhawks 7 p.m.
July 9 Spokane Riverhawks 7 p.m.

July 10 Spokane Riverhawks 6 p.m.

This summer in Vince Genna Stadium, where the scene swells with equal parts July IS Kitsap Blue Jackets 7 pm.
home-team pride and sheer baseball devotion, the Elks expect to average a thousand fans )
am® B July 16 Kitsap Blue Jackets 5 p.m.
per game. Genna gets to home games as often as he can, sitting in different parts of the (doubleheader)
stadium, cheering on the team with all the other fans. July 19 Bellingham Bells i,
“Players love to play in front of boisterous crowds, and we create that environment,” T g .
. il . N u ellingham Bells .m.
says Richards. “It’s good old-fashioned baseball. % 4 & P
July 21 Bellingham Bells 7 pm.

July 23 Central Oregon Bucks 6 p.m.

July 25 Aloha Knights 7 p.m.
July 26 Aloha Knights 7 p.m.
July 27 Aloha Knights 7 p.m.
July 29 Mt. Hood Cardinals 7 pm.
July 30 Mt. Hood Cardinals 7 p.m.
August 2 Portland Kings 5 p.m.
(doubleheader)

August 5 Central Oregon Bucks 7 p.m.
August 6 Central Oregon Bucks 7 p.m.

August 9 Black vs. Gold 7 p.m.

- >
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Many;glayers on Bend High's 1930s tear;s were the children o’rfm.\ll. wdﬁ

Des Chutes Historical Center

For a full schedule, visit www.bendelks.com.
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