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MLB All-Star Game in Phoenix offers comfort after tornado

Joplin players get brief respite
by Jackie Smith - Jul. 8, 2011 12:00 AM
The Arizona Republic
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Kids on the Joplin South Little League team might say they lost everything during the May 22 tornado that devastated their city, but they
were all smiles on Thursday when they arrived at Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport.

Media and representatives from Major League Baseball swarmed the 12 players and three coaches as they passed through Terminal 4.
Cheering and a large sign, bordered by black and yellow balloons, welcomed them.
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Like many of his teammates, Lane Glabraith, 11, admitted the small crowd looked like paparazzi. He said he found out just a
week earlier that his team would be coming to Arizona as part of a Major League Baseball All-Star event, and now he felt like a
celebrity.

"We were the only ones walking through (the terminal) and coach said, 'Be calm. Act professional,' " Lane said.

Of learning about the trip, he said: "I was psyched. I was like jumping off the walls."

MLB's Reviving Baseball in Inner Cities program annually selects and brings together eight baseball teams and four softball
teams, consisting of 11- and 12-year-old players from underserved communities, to play in the Jr. RBI Classic as part of MLB All-
Star Week.

This weekend tournament, which begins with opening ceremonies tonight, will be held at Salt River Fields at Talking Stick, the
spring-training facility for the Arizona Diamondbacks and Colorado Rockies on the Salt River Reservation.

This year, it was decided to add Joplin as a ninth team after the massive tornado left a band of destruction in southwestern
Missouri and flattened most of Joplin.

The Major League Baseball Players Association and MLB donated to Heart to Heart International, a humanitarian organization
based in Olathe, Kan., for relief efforts.

But David James, director of the RBI program, said bringing the Joplin team to Phoenix was a way to use baseball to help regain
some sense of normalcy.

"Considering everything these kids have been through recently, this is something that is out of the realm of what they're thinking
about," James said.

Still, Joplin coach Tom Owen said, you can't take away what's happening in their hometown.

About 10 players, he said, lost everything, including homes and family cars. A couple of their parents lost businesses.

Alexander Etter, 11, said he has played baseball for five or six years. Coming to Arizona has been a nice break from what's
happened in Joplin, he said.
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"My dad's house was destroyed, and I was with him," he said. "My mom's apartment got destroyed, and my grandparents, their
house got destroyed."

Lane said his family lost their house, too.

"It was kind of sad at the beginning," he said. "Then, I thought, 'Well, we're going to get a new house and more room.' "

On Thursday, few of the Little Leaguers talked about the Joplin storm unless asked. Instead, they stood among camera crews,
most raising their hands when asked who the best player on the team was.

MLB representatives handed each of them an RBI or Arizona Diamondbacks hat. Lane walked about wearing one of each on his
head. He said he plans to take them home to his siblings.

The players began to run and jump, batting each other with balloons on the way to baggage claim.

"They're 11- and 12-year-old kids, and they're having balloon fights," Owen said. "I don't think it's overwhelming to them at all.
Now, if they get to see Albert Pujols or they get to see some of these big stars, that's when it gets a little overwhelming. They made
it through the cameras coming up here, I think they're going to be all right."

Besides playing in the tournament, the Joplin players will attend events including the Home Run Derby and FanFest.

Alex said he is looking forward to the Home Run Derby on Monday the most because he has "watched it on TV so many times
before."

But spending time with friends and playing ball was at the top of Lane's list. He did have a word of warning.

"If you're playing baseball," he said, "get ready to be beat."


