THIRTY
BALLPARKS
ON A BICYCLE
by Charles Hamilton

I chained my bicycle to the
refrigerator and headed out
for dinner. Locking the
flimsy wooden door of my
motel room, I glanced back
to see the shiftless drunks
were still slumped in their
lawn chairs, pulling cans of
cheap beer from a cardboard thirty-pack. They
stared, motionless and
silent, like a flock of vultures.
“Good luck getting the bike and the refrigerator
out of that room,” I thought.
I turned and dodged the weeds poking through
the broken concrete walkway as I made my way back
to the office.
“Is there a good place to eat around here?” I asked
the gray-haired man behind the desk.
“You need to talk to my main man, Joe,” he said
in a lilting Indian accent as he led me outside. “Hey,
Joe, can you help this gentleman find a restaurant?” he
asked. He didn’t wait for an answer before hurrying
back to the safety of his office. Joe was the handyman
and prone to fits of violence, judging by the condition
of the counters and cabinets in my “deluxe kitchenette.” I suspected that he was responsible for cutting
all those holes into them with a Sawzall.
Abandoning a rusted, upside-down lawn mower,

Joe approached, ominously holding a blowtorch and a twisted piece of metal. “There’s
a Subway at the strip mall up a block,” he
said.
“Anything else?” I hadn’t bulled my
way through eighty-five miles of headwinds
to eat fast food.
“No,” he said, returning to inflict more
harm on some unfortunate object.
While searching for a place to eat
along the darkened sidewalks, I contemplated what I had gotten myself into. A week
earlier, I had watched the Braves play the
Red Sox in Atlanta. Since then, I had been
pedaling madly to make it to Miami for a
Marlins game three days hence. I thought,
naively, that I had been through it all —
flats, dangerous traffic, headwinds, sudden
thunderstorms, scenic campgrounds, and
seedy motels. Sure, there were still twentynine ballparks, 11,000 miles, and nearly six
months to go, but I now felt invincible.
Hell, I had ridden 116 miles on my second
day on the road, and I wasn’t even close to
being in peak condition.
I had some work ahead of me, I
thought, but this trip was shaping up to be
six months of uninterrupted fun.
For this baseball fan, the pinnacle of
fun was found at Wrigley Field. There were
a few ballparks that I could have ridden
right past without noticing, but the carnival
atmosphere at Chicago’s North Side baseball mecca greeted me from blocks away.
The crowd thickened until I dismounted
and joined it. I stored my overloaded touring bike in the Major League’s finest bikeparking garage and headed in.
Somehow, this old throwback ballpark
generates more energy than all the new
ones stuffed with gadgets designed to excite
sleepy crowds. There is no Jumbotron, stupid mascot, or blaring sound system. The
Cubs instead thrive playing weekday games
with a minimal set of time-tested accompaniments to the national pastime — hot
dogs, organ music, and rivers of beer.
Most fans had numbed their taste buds
in the bars of Wrigleyville long before game
time, making the cans of Old Style more
palatable. Oddly, though, this boisterous
crowd was well-behaved and riveted on the
game. I was fascinated by the three guys in
front of me who bet on the outcome of
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every at bat. They passed dollar bills back
and forth between visits from the beer vendors while managing accurate predictions of
sacrifice bunts and intentional walks. After
8,000 miles and twenty-one ballgames, I
had found a park full of long-lost brothers.
“Hey,” said one of the guys, noticing
my Red Sox hat. “You from Boston?”
“Yeah,” I said.
“You here on vacation?”
“Sort of,” I said. “I’m traveling to all
the Major League ballparks.”
“That’s awesome,” he said. “How long
is it taking you?”
“The whole season,” I answered. “I’m
traveling on a bicycle.”
His eyes widened as he stared at me for
a moment. Finally he shook his head.
“You’re crazy.”
He was at least the hundredth person
who had told me this, and I couldn’t argue
with any of them.
It’s hard to say exactly how I came up
with the idea for this trip. If you sit down to
make a list of similarities shared by bicyclists and baseball fans, you come to a
screeching halt after, “They both begin
with a B.” But, once the chocolate of a
cross-country bike ride crashed into the
peanut butter of a Major League ballpark
tour, there was no separating them, even as
the evidence piled up that it might not be
possible.
My initial back-of-the-envelope esti-
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mate, based on some numbers from a road
atlas, had me riding sixty miles a day. This
was right at the limit of what I thought feasible. Once I calculated the mileage with
Adventure Cycling maps and routing software, using back roads instead of interstates, the distance increased from ten to
thirty percent, depending on the leg.
This seemed a minor nuisance,
though, once I tried to match a route to the
Major League schedule. Baseball’s penchant
for ten-game road trips turned this from a
simple exercise in arithmetic into a project
for a supercomputer. It was like navigating a
maze. I’d get through the first ten cities
only to hit a dead end. Then I’d back up and
try a different route until I got eleven cities.
Rinse, repeat.
By the time I had finished, there were
a few big red flags — the 106-mile day from
Chicago to Milwaukee, and two weeks from
Tampa to Houston at ninety-eight miles
per day. The significance of these waned,
though, when confronted by the marathon
across the Rockies from Seattle to Denver,
followed immediately by a six-day, 800-mile
death march to Minneapolis.
When faced with these hard, cruel
facts, I stuck my fingers in my ears and
sang, “La, la, la, la.” It was too late to talk
me out of it. I was going — no matter what.
Of course, like everything in life, the
things you dread pale in comparison to the
unwelcome surprises. All those hundred-

mile days to Houston turned out to be pretty easy, while unexpected dragons lurked
along the road to Phoenix.
After a beautiful and relaxing morning
of riding through New Mexico, I turned a
corner at Caballo into a thirty-mile-perhour gale. Oddly, the 8,000-foot mountain
that stood before me did little to slow this
soul-crushing headwind. Dipping into the
occasional canyon gave temporary relief
from the blast of air, but the effort required
to climb back through it was never worth
the brief respite.
These conditions turned a flat tire
from an annoyance into a maddening
ordeal. After removing my helmet, only to
see it skitter across the sand, I made sure to
put a heavy tool on top of anything I pulled
out of my packs while replacing the tube.
To passing motorists, had there been any, I
would have looked like a crazy person.
The worst part, though, was the noise.
I could hardly hear myself swearing over the
howling in my ears.
Later, when I came upon two road
workers standing behind their dump truck,
I chose an uncontroversial subject for our
conversation — the weather.
“This &*%$#^@ wind sucks!”
“Oh, this ain’t bad at all.,” one of them
yelled through the maelstrom. “It would get
hot if it wasn’t blowing like this.”
“I’d like to cut your head off,” I said,
“and see how fast it rolls down the road in
this typhoon.”
“Whadja say?”
“I’d better get going,” I shouted. “I
have a long way to go.”
“Okay, have a good one, man.”
After a second day of battering by this

wind, while sitting over a cold but uninspiring beer, I came to the inescapable conclusion that I was screwed. I had to ride 280
miles in two and a half days to make it to
Phoenix. I’d covered just over 100 in the
last two and showing up late wasn’t an
option.
I could miss the Diamondbacks’ game
on May 15th because they were playing
again the next day. But I would not be one
minute late for my wife’s Molly’s flight into
Phoenix. I hadn’t seen her in a month and
a half, and I had pushed my luck to the limit

Nothing fancy.

brought me to a river valley that eased into
a long, gentle downhill framed by hills that
burned red in the long rays of morning
light.
When I stopped to swap water bottles,
I felt an unfamiliar force pulling me forward
like the call of distant sirens. As I took a
long swig of my bottle, a forgotten sensation returned — a slight chill washed over
the back of my neck. I had a tailwind!
This realization was more motivating
than a triple espresso. I got right back on
and steamed ahead, taking full advantage of

For the occassional break from camping, any hotel room will do.

by convincing her I should go on this trip. I
didn’t dare to think what would happen if I
left her standing at the gate.
I was up before dawn the next morning, hoping to make some progress before
the wind turned from a minor nuisance into
a continuous roar. One quick climb

the break in the weather. By the end of the
day, I had covered 116 miles, crossed two
mountain passes into Arizona, and gotten
myself back on schedule.
“My god, it’s hot here,” Molly said
when we stepped out of the terminal to
catch a cab.
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I had made it to Phoenix with a few
hours to spare, leaving enough time for a victory lap around Bank One Ballpark and a
quick shower.
“It was 108 when I rolled in this afternoon,” I said.
“I can’t believe you rode across that
desert,” she said.
“It wasn’t so bad,” I lied.
Once I left Chicago, the tempo picked

Cincinnati to Pittsburgh, and two games in
a row in Chicago and Milwaukee.
All these ballparks in quick succession
were a treat, but this pace left little margin
for dealing with unexpected delays. It was
just a matter of time before my luck ran out.
On September 18th, the morning after
the Phillies game, I woke to the sound of
Hurricane Ivan dumping heavy rains on my
position in Blue Bell, Pennsylvania.

Cycling to all 30 major league ballparks is quite a story hook.
“Stupid, commie hurricane,” I thought.
up. I had about 2,000 miles and twelve parks
I had budgeted five days to make the
to go. Earlier in the trip, it had been fairly
easy to forget the point of this adventure. 480 miles to Montreal — a fairly aggressive
There were long gaps between ballgames schedule. As morning turned into afternoon
across the South, up the West Coast, and with no sign of clearing, it proceeded past
across the Rockies into the Midwest. Now “aggressive,” to “long shot,” finally settling
they were coming rapid-fire — four days on “good luck, buddy. “ The day was a rainfrom Cleveland to Toronto, three days from out, and I couldn’t play a doubleheader.

Attracting attention.

The skies cleared that night, but the
autumn daylight was getting harder to come
by. I made sure to get on the road at sunrise,
pulling myself over the steep hills of western
New Jersey through a chilly fall headwind.
When I finally climbed off the bike in
the dark of New Paltz, New York, the
odometer said I’d ridden 132 miles and
spent ten and a half hours in the saddle. It
was a new record for me, but it didn’t feel
that way. It was grueling in a predictably
mechanical kind of way, like working on an
assembly line. Compared to fifty miles in
that blaring New Mexico headwind, though,
it felt like a day off.
Two more long days of 127 and 124
miles got me to Plattsburgh, where another
surprise waited. It had always been easy to
find a road map of the next state on my route
— until now. I couldn’t find a map of
Quebec anywhere, as if it were some kind of
enemy country. All I had to go by were some
handwritten directions from a local cycling
club that I hoped would get me the sixty
miles through no-man’s-land to Olympic
Stadium. Based on the twists and turns on
the list, I figured I had as good a chance of
showing up at the Expos game as I did falling
off the edge of the earth.
Fortunately, the wonderful people of
Canada came to my rescue. Some road workers mimed me through the confusing maze
of asphalt that wound around the border
checkpoint. My first stop in a little store netted an excellent cycling map that reassuringly matched up with my handwritten instructions. After crossing the St. Lawrence River
into the outskirts of the city, I stopped to
check my route, and no fewer than five fellow cyclists offered to help.

“Thank you,” I said to one woman.
“But I think I can figure it out.”
“Let me see,” she said, peering at my
map. “Where are you going?”
“Olympic Stadium.”
“You’ll get lost — there’s construction,” she said. “I’m going that way; follow
me.”
For the next ten miles, Margaret and I
pedaled through the lively streets of
Montreal, talking about my trip, our families, and the joys of cycling in a big city.
“It’s a straight ride from here,” she
said, stopping to shake my hand as I
thanked her and said goodbye.
I had made it once again, thanks to the
countless strangers who stopped to help
me along the way, and lots of pedaling.
The final leg home, to Boston, passed
in slow-motion. I wound through the
forests of Vermont as the fading light of
September turned the leaves a fiery red.
Summer was petering out as were the pressure and tension that had been driving me.
I could see the end — something I never
dared to imagine when I climbed on the
bike in Atlanta.
Now I could understand why I had
linked the seemingly incongruous worlds
of baseball and cycling. For me, a typical
bike ride is a lot like a baseball game — it’s
a leisurely activity with no concern for the
clock, and it ends when I get home. On the
other hand, a long cycle tour is much like
the baseball season. Every day is another
challenge, another day on the road. The
relentless march of 162 games goes on
with or without you. More than a little
luck is needed to make it all the way and,
once the campaign winds down, you know
where you stand. You may come in first or
wind up deep in the cellar, but you wouldn’t trade the accomplishment of finishing
the string for anything.
Not to say that I wasn’t relieved when
it was over. My favorite memory was the
sight of Molly waiting for me on the steps
in front of Fenway Park and knowing that
we’d be going home together. Watching
the Red Sox win their final home game just
made it that much sweeter.
Charlie Hamilton used his MLB baseball-parks tour
to raise money for the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute.
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