fier a long, cald winter in soullwest
Michigan, the Kalamazoo Growlers ane
stepping up to the plate for their second
seasan aff baseball at Homer Stryker Field.
This vear there will he plenty of hosné funs ad fly
balls, but you'll find more ot the park than ever before.

“We bove our hard core baseball fans, the statistics
fans, but for us, it's all about the experience,” said
Jobm Bollinger, assistant general manager fior ther bedm.

The Growlers are members of the Mosthwoods
Leagae, made up of teams fram the upper Midwest
{mostly Minnesota and Wiscansin, though there's also
the Baitle Creek Bombers, the ather Morthwoods beam
in Michigan), Players are college-age, keeping their
skillls sharp between seasons with the basehall team at
whichever university théy atend, Local families open
their homes to the players during the seasan.

They don’t have & formal affiliation with asy
professional basehall team, like the Toledo Mud Hens
dis with (e Detrolt Tigers, but Bollinger sid a hardfisl
af pro scouts are at nearly every Growhers game.

Last wear was the beam’s first season. The sccond
season kicks off May 26 with an away game; the

Ginowlers® home opener is Friday,
May 29, agalnst the Bombers,

While theres plenty of on-fleld
wction from bate May to mid-August,
Beallinger snid the Growlers want

to have something for evervone,

even those who don't like waiching
baseball. Players stay afier each game
to sign sutographs and kids are ket on
the diamond o run the bases during
the seventh-inming stretch. Like
mariy amaller
baseball clisbs,
the Growlers
have theme nights: there's
Fireworks Fridays, and Family
Funday Sunday. This season
there will be an “ouldoorsman
night,” and a “superhero
night,” where fans will receive
a team hohblehead complete
with super-costume and cape.
It's o of six bobhleheads to
be piven this season,

“Come one time, and this will
b one of the main staples for
OIT SALBITRET enberinimment,”
Ballimger said

Hix hobbleheads and four

live acts {mchuding Bucke
Ruckus, a “Stomp™-like groap
of musicinng) douhles what
the Growlers offiered fins last season. The team is also
edfering mare food choices, incheding harbecus and
new frying machines.

“Yins can fry anything,™ Bollinger said, “There might
b somie wacky items there”

Rachel Fuller, marketmg

manager for the Growlers, sasd
the popularity of the team in its
first season encouraged them to
wdd more off-field fun. *“We have
10,000 fars an Faceboak,™ Fuller
said, “Tt shows the commumity is
bechuid s.™

Bollinger said the Growlers
had the hest turnout for any
Morthwoods League team m
its maugural season, more than
B0,000 wisitars. He didn't have

the 20115 seasan “have been doing
well"
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Kalamazoo Growlers Return for Second Season

You might remember other teams fram Kalamazoo,
like the Kings, who played from 2001 1o 20O, and
the Kalamazoo Kodiaks in the late 1990s. Teams
without the high prafile — and money — of majar
lengue sports are notorous for brief stints with bost
cities, fodding afier just a few scasons or moving to
smother city entirely. Bollinger sasd that's mat the case
for the Growlers, For one thing, the owners of the
Crowlers also own the Battle Creek Bombers, a team
in its eighth seasem there, so they have expersence

in hringing successful enlertainment to soathwest
PMichigan,

“As bong ns we keep improving the experience, we'll
b here,™ Baollinger said.

Ome piece of controversy touched the Growlers in
their frst season: the team mascot, a big bloe bear
called Barlee, ran into troable when another tesmn in
anosher league laid claim fo the name, The solution
is simplde, Bollingsr said: Barlee will move to the big
leagues, and his “brocher” will join the Growlers for
this season. Fans voted on the mascol’s pew name,
Paorter, which was announced March 7.

exnct figures, but sasd pre-sabes for

Andrew Domine grew up watching
the Detroit Tigers, and be'll be at
Kalamazoo Growbers paiies this
summer, He also wants (o collect
all th bobbleheads be can. You can
fimd more of his writing at s,
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