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BASEBALL

Road Trips

TIMOTHY MALCOLM

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO ALL THE BALLPARKS, WITH BEER, BITES, AND SIGHTS NEARBY
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How to use this ebook:

•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.

•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.

•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.

•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Planning Your Road Trip

PREPARING FOR A ROAD TRIP

Baseball was first coined “the national pastime” by the New York Mercury way back in 1856, 20 years before the founding of the National League. Amazingly, the term continues to be used today—although it doesn’t hold quite the same weight as it once did, with football and basketball also jockeying for attention.

Whether it lives up to its original nickname is a matter of opinion, but baseball remains as exciting as ever. Just watch the mighty Aaron Judge connect with a pitch in the zone, the meteoric Mike Trout run down a curving fly ball, and the once-in-a-lifetime talent Shohei Ohtani punch out a hitter . . . and then 10 minutes later sock a long ball. You can lose yourself in the beauty of these phenomenal feats of athleticism.

Baseball fans will often tell you that with each game you watch, you’re bound to see something you’ve never seen before. Hundreds of pitches are thrown, home runs are launched, outstanding defensive plays are made, and sometimes the ball moves in a way that baffles the batter, the umpire, the fans, and everyone watching at home. With every game we see, baseball offers us another reason to appreciate the uniqueness of human achievement.

Baseball is also a lens we can use to view America—to see its flaws as well as its ideals. The history of the game includes decades of segregation, systemic racism that lives on in everything from the high cost of youth baseball to the stadium deals that take access away from underserved populations. Then there are the nicknames and chants that appropriate and offend Indigenous cultures. We fans can acknowledge these problems and push owners, managers, players, and fellow fans to do better, and still love baseball for the game itself. We can confront these realities and see that although baseball is messy and flawed, it still instills sheer joy.

Hop in the car and chase that joy. It can be found in all the parks, from jewel box legends like Fenway and Wrigley to the most modern and corporatized venues like Truist Park and Globe Life Field. See the sport’s landmarks along the way and learn its story from every angle. You’ll also see the country at its rawest, experiencing history both frozen in time and unfolding before your eyes. Sit in a ballpark with the sunshine beaming down and a cold beer in your hand. You’ll lose yourself in something incredible, something beautiful, something you’ve never seen before and may never see quite the same way again.

To appreciate baseball is to indulge in America. Enjoy the game.

10 TOP BASEBALL EXPERIENCES
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1 LEARNING THE HISTORY OF THE GAME AT THE NATIONAL BASEBALL HALL OF FAME AND MUSEUM

Head to Cooperstown, New York, where you’ll dive into everything about the old ball game, from bats swung by Babe Ruth to jerseys worn by Ichiro Suzuki, and everything in between.




[image: image]

2 CHEERING WITH THE BLEACHER BUMS AT WRIGLEY FIELD

A full day is in order at this Chicago ballpark, home to the Cubs since 1914. Toast to the Cubbies at a local bar and then sit among the die-hard fans in the outfield, preferably under abundant sunshine.
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3 PAYING HOMAGE TO LEGENDS AT THE NEGRO LEAGUES BASEBALL MUSEUM

The stories of larger-than-life figures like Josh Gibson and Satchel Paige come to life at this Kansas City, Missouri, landmark. Spend time here to learn about baseball’s many Black teams of the first half of the 20th century.
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4 VACATIONING IN FLORIDA FOR GRAPEFRUIT LEAGUE SPRING TRAINING

Spend several days one March in the Sunshine State to watch exhibition baseball, whether hanging by the Gulf of Mexico with the Yankees, Phillies, Blue Jays, and Pirates, or near the Atlantic Ocean with the Mets, Cardinals, Marlins, and Astros.
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5 WAITING FOR A SPLASH HIT IN SAN FRANCISCO’S MCCOVEY COVE

Oracle Park was built on the shores of San Francisco Bay, meaning long home runs to right field could land in “McCovey Cove,” the water beyond the ballpark. Watch the Giants from the water on a rented kayak and pray that a mighty slugger belts one your way.
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6 PLAYING CATCH WITH A LOVED ONE AT THE FIELD OF DREAMS

Pull up to the sprawling site in Dyersville, Iowa, where Hollywood arrived in 1988 to shoot the film Field of Dreams. You can play on the field that’s been there since the cameras started recording, and can even book a night in the movie house.
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7 TOUCHING YOUR BAT OF CHOICE AT THE LOUISVILLE SLUGGER MUSEUM & FACTORY

This iconic venue along the Ohio River is where you can learn all about the history of baseball’s primary bat manufacturer and watch wooden bats as they’re produced. You can even get your hands on some of the most famous bats of all time.
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8 ADMIRING THE SUNSET FROM THE TOP DECK AT DODGER STADIUM

The Los Angeles Dodgers’ ballpark fits snugly into Chavez Ravine’s rocky, hilly geography. Appreciate it at its most gorgeous by ascending to the highest level of the venue. Rest your things on a ledge and casually watch the ball game.
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9 PEERING INTO THE PAST AT THE NATIONAL BALLPARK MUSEUM

Just across the street from Coors Field in Denver, Colorado, this small but satisfying museum offers a stroll through the history of baseball’s cathedrals. Check out seats from historic parks and glance at programs from years past.
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10 CROSSING THE ROBERTO CLEMENTE BRIDGE ON THE WAY TO PNC PARK IN PITTSBURGH

Park your car across the Allegheny River, then hightail it north on the gorgeous golden span named after the Pirates’ all-time talent. When you reach the other side, you’ll be at the foot of the Buccos’ beautiful ballpark.



BEST BASEBALL ATTRACTIONS AND EVENTS

ATTRACTIONS

NATIONAL BASEBALL HALL OF FAME AND MUSEUM

Cooperstown, NY

The National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum is a dreamland offering days of excitement and enrichment. The climax is the Hall of Fame Gallery, where you can read the plaque of every single inductee. Nearby, Doubleday Field lures folks to sit in wonder in the grandstand. Add the magic of Cooperstown’s Main Street and some really good local beer, and you’ve got a perfect long weekend. It’s a little off the beaten path but essential nonetheless. You may want to visit before or after going to Boston.

NEGRO LEAGUES BASEBALL MUSEUM

Kansas City, MO

At the must-visit Negro Leagues Baseball Museum, you’ll learn all about gifted players such as Satchel Paige, Buck Leonard, Josh Gibson, Cool Papa Bell, Jackie Robinson, and Hank Aaron. The highlight is a replica ball field that’s home to statues of the absolute greats.

FIELD OF DREAMS

Dyersville, IA

The Field of Dreams has become a showplace for exhibition and special regular season games, but it came to fame as the place where the beloved movie of the same name was shot. There seems to be some spirit in the sky out here where a baseball field was cut into farmland. Experience it for yourself: walk or play on the field, stay overnight in the famous house, or even watch a game.

BABE RUTH BIRTHPLACE & MUSEUM

Baltimore, MD

At the Babe Ruth Birthplace & Museum, you can visit the house where the mighty George Herman Ruth was raised and take a tour through his life, learning more about his childhood, the famed “called shot” in the 1932 World Series, and his massive influence on baseball.
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Babe Ruth Birthplace & Museum




BASEBALL ON A BUDGET

Attending a live baseball game these days is a pricey venture. You’re bound to pay at least $40 for a seat close enough to the action, plus $15 or more for food, $10 or more for one drink, and about $20 for parking. Here are some ways to save money and find the most affordable experiences, seats, and deals across the majors.

CHEAP SEATS

• Tropicana Field in St. Petersburg has some of the cheapest seats in baseball at $10, and best yet, they’re not even in the upper deck.

• Seats can be cheap at American Family Field in Milwaukee. Terrace level seats here start at $6.

• You can get a seat in the 400 level for as low as $10 at Kauffman Stadium in Kansas City.

• $5 seats still exist! Keep your eyes on the grandstand at Nationals Park in Washington DC.

• At Cincinnati’s Great American Ball Park, a ticket for the rooftop Fioptics District is around $15 and includes a concession credit.

INEXPENSIVE FOOD

• How many hot dogs can you eat? Several teams (Astros, Blue Jays, Guardians, Pirates, Rangers, Royals) have adopted the Dollar Dog promotion. During select games every frank in the park costs a buck (in Toronto it’s called Loonie Dog Night).

• Kid-sized hot dogs at Oriole Park in Baltimore cost just $1.50.

• Want a good deal on food at LoanDepot Park in Miami? The 3o5 menu (Miami’s area code is 305) at Familia Fave’s offers $3 hot dogs and nachos and $5 domestic beers, among other items.

BUDGET BEVERAGES

• With prices starting at $5 per 14-ounce cup, Chase Field in Phoenix has some of the most inexpensive beer in baseball. Beer also starts at $5 at Truist Park in Atlanta.

• T-Mobile Park in Seattle has relatively cheap macro-brewed beers, also starting at $5.

LOW-PRICED PARKING

• Parking at PNC Park in Pittsburgh is really cheap. It’s just $5 in many locations Downtown including the Mellon Garage, with a 15-minute walk over the Roberto Clemente Bridge between you and the venue.

• Parking can be cheap at Target Field in Minneapolis. Park a few blocks away from the venue for as little as $5.

• At Cincinnati’s Great American Ball Park, $5 parking spots exist just a few blocks north of the stadium.

• Even in the team-operated lots, you should be able to park at Oriole Park for $5-15.

AFFORDABLE ACTIVITIES AND SOUVENIRS

• Entertain the kids at Atlanta’s Truist Park by visiting Hope & Will’s Sandlot and paying $1 for each game and attraction.

• A tour of American Family Field in Milwaukee that visits the home dugout, multiple specialty seating areas, the press box, and suite areas costs $15 ($10 for seniors and kids ages 3-12).

• For a great deal at Kauffman Stadium, check out the team’s 20 Below Store, where everything is $20 or less.




THE OLD BALL GAME

Some baseball sites are no longer, but you can still pay tribute. Here are some spots to stop at when on your road trip.

• Huntington Avenue American League Baseball Grounds (Forsyth St. and World Series Way, Boston) is where the Red Sox played before Fenway. The stadium that was once here was a home for Tris Speaker and Cy Young, the latter baseball’s all-time-winningest pitcher. A statue of Young remains at the site, now on the grounds of Northeastern University.

• Nickerson Field (Braves Field Way and Harry Agganis Way, Boston) was home to the Boston Braves from 1915 to 1952 and hosted the longest game in major league history, a 26-inning contest in 1920. Look for the plaque when walking Agganis to Braves Field Way.

• Center Parc Credit Union Stadium (755 Hank Aaron Dr. SE, Atlanta), now the football home of Georgia State University, was the home of the Atlanta Braves from 1997 to 2016.

• The Corner Ballpark (Michigan Ave. and Trumbull Ave., Detroit) is known better as the former home of Tiger Stadium. Though the ballpark was torn down in 2009, the field was preserved. While you’re here, you might even catch a game featuring local squads.

• Municipal Stadium (22nd St. and Brooklyn Ave., Kansas City) was home to the Kansas City Monarchs and Athletics. It was demolished in 1976, but today the site is a municipal garden where a plaque tells the stadium’s story.



NATIONAL BALLPARK MUSEUM

Denver, CO

Just up the street from Coors Field, the under-the-radar National Ballpark Museum has artifacts from multiple jewel box parks, including a chunk of Fenway Park’s Green Monster, chairs from former stadiums, and all sorts of game-worn jerseys.

EVENTS

OPENING DAY

late March or early April

This is the day when most every team begins the regular season, aside from the occasional series that starts before “opening day,” typically in another country. Tickets are usually a little more expensive and games are a little more festive.

The Reds open each season at their home park, a tradition dating back to their origins. Accompanying that event is the pregame Findlay Market Parade, which has been held for more than 100 years. Typically, a former Red or other notable baseball figure serves as grand marshal.

JACKIE ROBINSON DAY

April 15, leaguewide

To commemorate the day Jackie Robinson made his major league debut and broke the color barrier, all of Major League Baseball honors him by having all on-field personnel wear Robinson’s jersey number, 42.
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Jackie Robinson statue at Dodger Stadium by sculptor Branly Cadet



PATRIOTS’ DAY

third Monday in April, Boston

This day marks the earliest battles of the American Revolutionary War, so the Commonwealth of Massachusetts celebrates with fun, festivities, and high spirits. The storied Boston Marathon passes right by Fenway Park and the Red Sox always play at home at 11am.

CANADA DAY

July 1, Toronto

This day marks when Canada was effectively united as one country. Locals party and the Blue Jays usually play a home game.

MLB ALL-STAR GAME

mid-July, leaguewide

The midsummer classic, as it’s known, actually happens just a few weeks into summer, usually during the second week of July. The venue changes annually, with each team usually getting to host every 25-35 years. There are ancillary events held before the game, such as the Home Run Derby.

HALL OF FAME WEEKEND

July, Cooperstown, NY

Usually in late July, baseball legends and as many as 75,000 fans visit Cooperstown for the induction of the new class into the National Baseball Hall of Fame. In addition to the induction ceremony, there are several other events over the weekend, including a parade.

MLB LITTLE LEAGUE CLASSIC

August, Williamsport, PA

To get kids more interested in baseball, and to put a bunch of brawny sluggers on a field in Central Pennsylvania, Major League Baseball pits two of its teams against one another in Williamsport during the Little League World Series. The major league teams play a single game at Bowman Field, a minor league stadium. Typically, two teams within driving distance from Williamsport will play in this contest, and there are some tickets available for the public. Little League World Series participants can attend for free.

OLD-TIMERS’ DAY

varies, New York City

The Yankees bring back alumni to play a fun pregame exhibition. If you ever wanted to see Derek Jeter get a crack at, say, Ron Guidry, then this is the game for you.
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10 Citizens Bank Park in Philadelphia: This deceptively small retro-classic venue offers food and drink options that highlight local flavors, and the sight lines are among the best in baseball.

9 Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles: With playful architecture, clean and cool bleachers, and the Dodgers’ crisp home uniforms, this is where baseball looks its best.

8 T-Mobile Park in Seattle: With a food program curated by a James Beard Award winner, a beer selection that’s brimming with unique brews, and multiple kid-friendly areas, this stadium offers one of the best modern game-day experiences.

7 Wrigley Field in Chicago: This quirky stadium and its defining features—the ivy-covered brick outfield wall, the old-school scoreboard, the W flag that proudly waves when the Cubs win—invite you to celebrate baseball at its most iconic.

6 Oriole Park at Camden Yards in Baltimore: This stadium was the first to be designed in the retro-classic style, drawing inspiration from early-20th-century ballparks but with a sleek, modern twist.

5 PNC Park in Pittsburgh: Walk across the Roberto Clemente Bridge to arrive at the stadium, then scope the view from home plate, and you’ll get it right away—this is the best setting for a baseball game.

4 Fenway Park in Boston: With the Green Monster, the sharp angles of the outfield, Pesky’s Pole in right field, and a block party on Jersey Street every game day, it’s one of the most fascinating venues in baseball.

3 Target Field in Minneapolis: This ballpark lets you sample everything that baseball has to offer, all in one place—a field with kooky angles, fun nods to franchise history, open-air spaces for socializing, stellar food and drink, and easy access via public transit.

2 Petco Park in San Diego: A unique park with vendors around every corner, Petco is the ballpark experience turned up to 11. Enjoy a wide variety of local bites, unparalleled craft beer, and some of the best sight lines in the game.


1 Oracle Park in San Francisco: No park captures the history of its home team and the fun of the ballpark experience quite like Oracle. Then there’s its setting against the water, the superlative garlic fries, an intimate feel, and a stellar pre- and post-game environment.
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Oracle Park







PLANNING YOUR ROAD TRIP

WHERE TO GO

THE EAST COAST

There’s plenty of baseball to see in this 450-mile trip along the East Coast. Which ballparks should you check off your wish list?

First is Boston’s Fenway Park, home to the Red Sox and the Green Monster. New York City is where you’ll find Yankee Stadium, Citi Field, and the Big Apple’s two famous franchises, the Yankees and the Mets. Spend a few days taking in the sights, from the Statue of Liberty to The High Line. Just a few hours’ drive from NYC is Cooperstown and the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum, a bucket list item if ever there was one.

Heading south to Philadelphia, Citizens Bank Park is the quintessential retro-classic brick-and-steel park that hosts the Phillies. Be sure to eat a ton in Philly, home to some of the best street food and sandwiches in the United States.

Continuing to Baltimore, you have to see Oriole Park at Camden Yards, the 1992 ballpark that pays tribute to the past, embraces its locale, and influenced so many of the stadiums that followed. While in Baltimore, visit the Babe Ruth Birthplace Museum, the home of baseball’s first world-changing talent. The last stop is just an hour away: Washington DC is where the Nationals play at Nationals Park, a stadium set amid the quickly developing Navy Yard neighborhood. Give yourself another couple of days in Washington for the monuments and museums on the National Mall.

FLORIDA AND THE SOUTHEAST

Get lost in the sunshine while traveling between Georgia and Florida. This 750-mile trip spans from Atlanta to Tampa and St. Petersburg, ending in Miami.

The new home of the Atlanta Braves, Truist Park, is inside a shopping and entertainment district called The Battery. Atlanta itself has great little neighborhoods, lots of museums and attractions, and mouthwatering food.

Domed Tropicana Field, home to the Tampa Bay Rays in St. Petersburg, includes a live stingray tank. In Miami, LoanDepot Park oozes modernity and excitement. While you’re in Florida, be sure to hit the beach, whether it be Clearwater Beach on the Gulf side or South Beach on the Atlantic shore.

Visit Florida in March to see Grapefruit League spring training. Each year, half the teams in baseball head here to get ready for the regular season. Spend a week and enjoy a whole bunch of games.

THE GREAT LAKES

Travel 530 miles around Lake Erie and along the shore of Lake Ontario, visiting multiple ballparks along the way. You’ll go international on this trip, crossing into Canada to finish things off.

The first and best park on the route is PNC Park in Pittsburgh, home to the Pirates and arguably the best view in baseball. While there, walk across the Roberto Clemente Bridge and chow down on a sandwich from Primanti Bros. Pay tribute to two local legends by visiting the Roberto Clemente Museum and the Andy Warhol Museum.

Next up is the retro-modern Progressive Field, where the newly renamed Cleveland Guardians play. Head west, then follow the lakeshore north to Detroit, where you’ll find Comerica Field, home to the Tigers and a sweet carousel. There are musical legacies to explore in both Detroit and Cleveland.

The last stop is over the border in Toronto to watch the Blue Jays. At its opening, Rogers Centre was a revolutionary venue thanks to its retractable roof, but today it’s undergoing a massive modernization. Take time to enjoy awesome food in this multicultural city.

CHICAGO AND THE MIDWEST

Chicago anchors this 1,075-mile trip that includes several Midwestern markets with devoted, passionate fans.

First is Wrigley Field, Chicago’s century-old ballpark that’s decorated with brick, ivy, and a lot of Cubs history. That’s on the North Side of the city; on the South Side is Guaranteed Rate Field, the much newer home of the White Sox. Spend time in the Windy City hanging out in Wrigleyville, checking out the world-class museums, and eating tavern-style pizza.
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the iconic home plate entrance of Wrigley Field with the famous marquee



Then head north up the Lake Michigan coast to Milwaukee, where you’ll see the Brewers at the retractable-roofed American Family Field before (or after) drinking local beer at any number of neighborhood taprooms.

Then drive west to Minneapolis and St. Paul to watch the Minnesota Twins play at the superb Target Field, one of baseball’s most picturesque retro-modern parks.

Continue to St. Louis, where the Cardinals play at Busch Stadium. There’s a lot to see right at Ballpark Village, but you’ll also want to head out to sample some fried ravioli.

The last stop of this trip is Cincinnati, where the Reds play at the riverside Great American Ball Park. Couple your visit with a trip to Findlay Market—home to a famous opening day parade—and the National Underground Railroad Freedom Center.

If you’re traveling between Minneapolis and Chicago, be sure to stop in Dyersville, Iowa, where you’ll find the famous Field of Dreams movie site.

THE HEARTLAND AND TEXAS

There’s a little bit of everything on this long, 780-mile trip that slices through the southern center of the country. Start at the mid-century ballpark with a fabulous water fountain in Kansas City’s Kauffman Stadium. Ending in Texas, you’ll find two modern retractable-roof palaces in Arlington’s Globe Life Field, home to the Texas Rangers, and Houston’s Minute Maid Park, where the Astros play.

Stop a few times to see some history. First and foremost is the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum in Kansas City, but there’s also Mickey Mantle’s Childhood Home in Commerce, Oklahoma.

Then there’s the food. Chow down on both Kansas City and Central Texas barbecue, and discover Tex-Mex fajitas as they were meant to be in Houston.

ARIZONA AND THE ROCKY MOUNTAINS

There are just two cities on this 800-mile trip, but it’s all about the journey. In Denver, check out the Rockies at Coors Field, maybe while sitting in the Rockpile. Make a stop at the National Ballpark Museum, and whatever you do, grab a beer at a few of the top breweries in the country. Then in Phoenix, watch a Diamondbacks game at Chase Field, home to a swimming pool and one of the best kids’ play areas in baseball. Climb Camelback Mountain while you’re in town.
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The Los Angeles Angels play their home spring training games at Tempe Diablo Stadium, 8 miles southeast of Chase Field.



In between you have plenty of options for even more adventures. You can stop in Albuquerque, home to a minor league team that got its name from the long-running cartoon The Simpsons. Or take a side trip to Rocky Mountain National Park, where you can immerse yourself in epic views and gorgeous scenery.

Consider visiting Phoenix in March, too, as it’s the home of Cactus League spring training. Half of Major League Baseball plays here, with all of the games in proximity to one another, so you can eat, sleep, and breathe baseball.

THE WEST COAST

There are a lot of reasons why you should tour 1,300 miles along the West Coast. Each ballpark has its charms and a few of them are among the best in baseball.

The Padres play at the beautiful Petco Park in San Diego. Outside there’s a whole world of bars and breweries in the city that was the epicenter of the American craft beer movement.

Up the coast is Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles, an iconic mid-century structure. Eat a Dodger Dog while taking in a picture-perfect scene. Afterward see Hollywood and Venice Beach. Not far away is Angel Stadium in Anaheim. Just a home run away is Disneyland Park, a fun amusement even for adults.

San Francisco has one of baseball’s most splendid venues in Oracle Park. Watch the Giants hit home runs into McCovey Cove while you eat garlic fries and drink stellar beer. Across the bay in Oakland is the Oakland Coliseum, where the Athletics play. This mid-century park isn’t the most beautiful in the league, but the fans make the best of it—and have fun while they’re at it. Stop for must-see spots like the Golden Gate Bridge and Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco, and Jack London Square in Oakland.

At the end of your trip, way up north, is Seattle, a great city with a fun stadium in the Mariners’ T-Mobile Park. The beer and food selection is among the best in baseball. Head into the city for more mouthwatering finds courtesy of Pike Place Market, and then sip on some coffee—it’s Seattle, after all.

WHEN TO GO

BASEBALL SEASON

Major League Baseball’s regular season begins anywhere between the last week of March and the first week of April. For the first month of play, games north of the 39th parallel (or north of Washington DC, Cincinnati, St. Louis, and the San Francisco Bay Area) are prone to cool and rainy weather (and sometimes even snow), so plan accordingly and anticipate delays or rainouts if booking early-season trips.

The season usually continues until the second week of July, when major league teams pause for about four days for the All-Star break. Then the second half of the season begins with growing playoff implications and games becoming ever more important.

In midsummer, it gets really hot in southern locations, especially Phoenix, Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, Houston, Tampa-St. Petersburg, and Miami. Other cities that are at times unbearably hot include San Diego, Los Angeles, Atlanta, St. Louis, Kansas City, Cincinnati, and Washington DC. East Coast cities like Philadelphia and New York have high humidity in the midsummer months of July and August, while Great Lakes cities like Cleveland and Chicago can be afflicted with swarms of insects. For midsummer games, pack sunscreen and a DEET-free insect repellant, stock up on hats and sunglasses, and wear loose-fitting and light-colored clothing.

The regular season ends in either the last week of September or the first week of October. During the final few weeks of the regular season, the weather may get a little brisk in those northern locations. The major league postseason begins in early October and lasts through the month, sometimes even into November. That means some games are played in temperatures under 60°F. Pack accordingly with warmer clothing.

The San Francisco Bay Area’s Mediterranean climate makes it a wild card almost year-round. At any time of the summer, it can feel cold and damp. Similarly, Denver’s mountains-meet-the-prairie location makes for unpredictable weather conditions. Be prepared with both warm- and cool-weather gear.

Minor league seasons for the highest levels (A to AAA) begin around mid-April. Short-season A-ball starts in late July because it’s designed for players recently signed via the amateur draft that takes place days or weeks before. All minor league seasons end in early to mid-September, with postseasons taking place directly afterward, rarely going deep into October.

SPRING TRAINING

A rite of passage for passionate fans, spring training has been part of the game’s fabric since the end of the 19th century. Exactly half of Major League Baseball’s teams practice within the Phoenix metropolitan area in Arizona, while the other half train in the areas surrounding the Gulf and Atlantic coasts of Florida. In Arizona, teams often share ballparks, while in Florida some teams have cities all to themselves.

Players begin reporting to spring training sites around Valentine’s Day. More than a few hardcore fans show up in the first week or two to be around players in a relatively lax setup with fewer security measures in some places. Things start kicking into gear around the end of February, when exhibition games begin. By the first week of March, crowds really start showing up for games, peaking usually around or just after St. Patrick’s Day. Spring training ends a few days before opening day, usually during the last week of March.

Because spring training runs alongside college spring break periods and takes place in classic vacation spots, you should book your trip early, right after the winter holidays. You’ll be more likely to get your first choice of accommodation, and transportation costs won’t be sky-high.

Plan at least 4-5 days for a good spring training trip. Because some of these spring training cities and/or sites are pretty close to one another, that’s enough time to see a few parks. For example, in Florida you could see the Yankees in Tampa, the Phillies in Clearwater, the Blue Jays in Dunedin, and the Pirates in Bradenton—all within four days. And over in the Cactus League, you can catch two, even three games in a day, depending on game times.

BEFORE YOU GO

I’ve spent a lot of time at major league ballparks, so I have some tips to share on planning the best trip possible.

READING THE SCHEDULE

The regular season starts in March or April and lasts until September or October. With very few exceptions, every team plays Tuesday and Wednesday and Friday to Sunday. Traditional series between two teams last three days: Monday to Wednesday or Tuesday to Thursday during the week, Friday to Sunday on weekends. Two-game series (typically Tuesday and Wednesday or Wednesday and Thursday) and four-game series (Monday to Thursday, Thursday to Sunday, or Friday to Monday) are also common.

The most common off days are Mondays and Thursdays. When planning your road trip, consider these days as driving days or additional sightseeing days.

Teams may schedule a day game as the final contest of a midweek series, occurring on a Wednesday or Thursday. Sunday games are generally played in the afternoon. Teams may plan Saturday games for late afternoon, either to accommodate television schedules or to better transition players to the Sunday early-afternoon contest.

A homestand is when a team plays multiple series in a row at its home park. A 10-game homestand could mean three games at home against team A, three games at home against team B, and four games at home against team C.

A getaway day refers to the last contest played in a location before at least one team has to fly out immediately for a game in another location the next day. A getaway-day game is sometimes played in the daytime, and if both teams are flying out shortly after the contest, it’s possible that you’ll see players on both clubs speed things up by swinging early and making quick outs.

Want to see both the Mets and Yankees on a trip to New York? You’ll need to plan a longer trip than you might think. With maybe one or two exceptions each year, two teams in the same city or market are never home at the same time, so your best bet is to plan a trip that overlaps two series, usually with a long weekend of Thursday to Saturday, Saturday to Monday, or Sunday to Tuesday. Other destinations that require a little schedule manipulation include Chicago, Los Angeles, and the San Francisco Bay Area.


PREPARING FOR A ROAD TRIP

Before embarking on a road trip, be sure your car is fit to enjoy the ride. The Automobile Association of America (www.aaa.com), better known as AAA (not the minor league baseball level, mind you), has a few recommendations:

• Make sure your tires are properly inflated. Check your tire pressure with a gauge before getting on the road. If you haven’t rotated tires in more than two oil changes, consider visiting an auto repair shop for a quick rotation.

• Check that you have a spare tire in good condition. Keep a jack and lug wrench in your trunk with the spare. If you don’t have a spare, be sure you have roadside service, so you can call for help if you get stranded on the road.

• Check your fluid levels and ensure that the motor oil, transmission fluid, brake fluid, coolant, air-conditioning coolant, power steering, and wiper fluid are topped off or freshly changed. Schedule a service if you’re not sure how to check or replace fluids on your own.

• Make sure your radiator and cooling system are working properly.

• Ensure that your car’s belts and hoses are good to go. They don’t need changing often, but if they’re in bad shape, it’s a good idea to swap them out.

• Double-check that your battery is in good working order. Asking for a battery test from a repair shop or auto parts store isn’t a bad idea.

• Fill up your gas tank the night before you leave. There are few feelings better than turning on that engine and seeing a full tank as you head out on your epic adventure.



BUYING TICKETS

You have several options for purchasing tickets. All major league teams sell their own tickets directly, which you can buy via their website/app, phone, or an in-person visit to the ticket window at the ballpark. Buying directly from the team ensures that you’ll get your tickets quickly and securely (no fakes here), and they’ll be available via the MLB Ballpark app. This app allows you to easily scan tickets at the gate, plus search for food and drink, find deals, and potentially upgrade your seat just before first pitch. But these aren’t always the cheapest tickets.

Major League Baseball partners with StubHub, a ticket resale site, to help sell leftover tickets. (It’s also where people can upload and sell their previously purchased tickets to other users.) The best way to score a deal on StubHub is to check the website close to first pitch, when prices come down to their lowest. Once you get to the ballpark, scan your ticket at the gate and stroll on in.

You can also comparison shop at other ticket resale sites like SeatGeek and TickPick. Since these companies don’t have an official relationship with MLB, ticket prices can vary wildly. Be on the lookout for scams: Always opt for the digital ticket so that it comes to you immediately after purchase.

TICKET PRICES

Nearly every team has switched to a dynamic pricing system, charging more money for games that they predict will have higher demand. For example, you might pay $150 for a seat in the lower level at Fenway Park to watch the Red Sox play the Yankees. That same seat when the Pirates come to town will cost more like $60.

Some teams really go deep in the weeds with this system, creating pricing tiers and charging higher amounts for contests against major rivals and popular teams than games featuring middling rivals and unpopular or poor-performing teams. Teams change the cost of tickets depending on game times, too: Saturday games, when clubs anticipate the most visiting and first-time fans at the ballpark, will have higher-priced seats than the Friday night game featuring the same teams.

PARKING AND TRANSPORTATION

You’ll pay the most money to park in the lots closest to the ballpark, especially if the team operates the lot. Generally, these spots, which offer both proximity and peace of mind, will cost $20-30. In recent years some teams have increased the lot price to $40 or even more. Consider this option if you’re traveling with multiple people who can split the cost. My general rule is that I never pay more than $20 for parking, whether alone or in a group situation.

If a stadium is in a central location within its city, you may be able to park up to a half mile away and pay more like $10-15 for a spot. If the stadium is isolated in a sports complex or part of a larger entertainment district, you probably won’t get much cheaper than the rate by the ballpark. In these cases, consider an alternative method of transportation if it’s available.

In a few cities, like Chicago and Boston, you can park in stadium-adjacent neighborhoods and walk to the ballpark. But be on the lookout for signs that prohibit parking in these areas. Fines for illegal parking can be steep.

To avoid the headache and wallet-pinching of parking altogether, consider taking public transit to the game. Most cities have a solid light-rail or train system that has a station nearby or even right at the venue. And if a city doesn’t have a robust public transit system, consider ride-sharing. A number of ballparks now devote space to ride-sharing drop-off and pickup.

Finally, a handful of cities have strong bike-sharing cultures. Riding a bike and parking it near the ballpark can be a great option for those who want to see a city in a new way. Some ballparks also have good bike rack setups for those cycling to the venue on a bike that’s not part of a bikeshare program.

AVOIDING THE CROWDS

Ballparks typically hold up to 50,000 people, so they can get pretty crowded. Here are some ways to limit the stress and keep out of packs of fans.

There’s always a gate that’s particularly busy, usually because it’s closest to family-friendly activities and the best food and beverage options. These gates tend to be in the outfield. If you just want to enter the park without a hassle, consider entering via a baseline gate (first base, third base), which most parks have.

How do I avoid lines for food and drinks? For one, I don’t go in them. A line of 8-10 people will take up a half inning, which is as much as I’d like to miss while getting stuff. That’s my threshold. Plus, while that helmet filled with nachos may look great, there’s probably a good regular plate of nachos with no line whatsoever. Finally, everyone likes getting their food and drinks on lower concourses in open air. Consider going to the upper level if you just want a hot dog and a beer.

Team stores can be pretty busy too. I usually wait until the later innings to visit a team store; by then, most fans have settled into their seats, and I can get what I want and pay for it within a half inning.

GOING CASHLESS

Teams are phasing out the use of paper currency at their ballparks. By the time you read this, it’s likely that every ballpark will be cashless, so for a smooth experience, bring your debit or credit card of choice. Some ballparks have reverse ATMs at which you can convert cash into card.
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