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Washington, D.C. – That is NOT a typo in the title line of this piece.  I have come to this sad conclusion after attending a Major League Baseball game recently here at Nationals Park between the Washington Nationals and the Boston Red Sox.  A friend in our neighborhood had offered me two free tickets for the game.  He had won tickets for the entire season in a raffle and had found that trying to attend all 81 home games did not mesh with his current lifestyle.  I gladly accepted his offer, but soon discovered that none of my local friends were interested in joining me.   My wife’s response was particularly harsh, “No way, Jose....I would rather watch the birds on our feeders.”  Finally, in a curious combination of desperation and altruism, I asked a 17-year boy at our church if he would like to go to the game with me.  He gladly accepted, but two hours prior to the game he called and said that he would not be able to join me because he might be “too tired” after the game to do well the following morning at cross country practice.  So I went by myself.
The best way for someone to reach Nationals Park is to use the Metro subway system.  I did so, and arrived outside the stadium nearly 45 minutes prior to the start of the game.  I found myself in something of a mosh pit of Red Sox fans getting pushed along toward the entrance gates.  Based on my experience a few years earlier at a Nationals game, I knew to buy salted peanuts and a bottle of water outside the park because the prices were one third less than inside.  I managed to get both the peanuts and the water while being swept along in this slow moving current of humanity.  Security was not exactly tight, although several park employees were making something of an effort.  In my case, I said the magic word, “pacemaker,” and the seas parted instantly.
It was now 5 minutes to “play ball,” and my first impression was that I was not at a baseball game, but in the midst of a bad rock concert.  Incoherent music was blaring at a nearly uncomfortable level. It was so crowded that I could not reach my seat until the second Red Sox batter was hitting.  For the next three hours I sat through a progression of strike-outs and the occasional home run.  There was very little action involving base running.  One very annoying, and new for me, aspect of the game was that as every Nationals player approached home plate for his turn to bat, he was serenaded by a short blast of music.  The woman sitting to my left informed me that each player now has his own favorite song and that it is played for him, presumably as motivation???  From what I saw in this game, it did not seem to be helping the Nationals.  I assume that the recording artists of these tunes are the real winners as I would guess that they receive appropriate royalties.
There is a fancy mega-scoreboard in center field with all the usual baseball stats generated by the game, including the speed of each pitch in mph.  The type of pitch is not indicated, nor is the location of the pitch with respect to the strike zone (as can be seen on television broadcasts of most games).  There are occasional instant replays shown of “good” plays by the home team, but never, apparently of any close plays where the judgment of the umpire might be questioned.  (Again, these situations are shown on television, but not in the stadium).
Few of the attendees that I observed seemed to be paying close attention to the game itself.  The two ladies seated to my left talked to each other continuously and seemed never to even glance at the game.  A family on my right spent most of the game purchasing and consuming food and drink.  I would estimate that the total cost (tickets and concessions sat that family back well over $400, possibly more.  When I went to buy a sandwich, each of the concessions were so crowded that when I finally did plunk down $18 for a crab cake sandwich, I had missed nearly two innings of play.
Unfortunately for the home team, and to the delight of the Red Sox fans, the Nationals did everything possible to hand the game to Boston.  There were several base running errors, at least two instances of bad coaching decisions, and a final bonehead play to end the game.  I left Nationals Park certain that I will never attend another MLB game in person - even if I score free tickets again.  After taking the commute time into account, it was essentially a bad way to spend nearly 7 hours of the evening.
I grew up as a diehard baseball fan.  As a youngster, I lived and died each summer with the fortunes of our local team, the Cincinnati Reds.  But this current variant of major league baseball has become a bore.  It had little resemblance to the game I had known as a youth.  Other professional sports now offer far more action for the fan’s entertainment dollars. There have been numerous articles written in the past year lamenting baseball’s continuing non-relevance and how it must change or it will not atrophy.  Several of the teams in baseball now play before nearly empty stadiums (not the Red Sox!).   And far fewer American youngsters now play the game compared to other youth sports.  With less numbers of homegrown prospects, there is now a large number of Latin American players on each major league team.   I was hoping to offer a more optimistic report, but this sport certainly appears to have seen its zenith.  
I thought that you might like to know.
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