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February 15", 2005

To Whom It May Concern:

My name is Bryan Larson, the head baseball coach for the Miles City Mavericks, and am
writing in regards to the “Brandon Patch Baseball Player Protection Act’- 588 and HJ19.

On the night of July 25, 2003, 1, as well as many others, was forced to face a situation
that no person should ever have to experience. I watched as my pitcher, Brandon Patch, was hit
in the side of the head with a ball batted off an aluminum bat. Brandon later died that night in
Great Falls Benefis Hospital, due to an injury he suffered to his head, from the impact. The fact
that scares me today is that this same occurrence is happening more frequently than ever before.
The reason, in my opinion, is aluminum bats have become weapons placed in the hands of
unknowing young players.

After many nights of replaying Brandon’s death in my head, there is only one conclusmn
that I can come up with. There was simply not enough time for him to put his glove, hand, or
move anything before the ball was to him. He didn’t have time to react. The speed at which the
ball traveled off of the bat was blinding. I remember Watchmg Brandon wind up, deliver the
pitch, and watched the ball to the plate. I saw the batter swing and heard the ball hit the bat and
no sooner did the ball put Brandon flat on his back. I watched the ball after it struck Brandon’s
head travel in the air over the first baseman’s head. 1 did not see the ball off the bat. 1 don’t
believe Brandon did either.

We need to introduce wood bats back into ranks of youth baseball. 1do understand that a
ball can be batted hard off of a wood bat, but not as fast as an aluminum bat. The statistics of
wood vs. metal are indisputable. Ilook at Bob Thurston’s study he did a couple of years back on
college players that played at major Division I schools using metal bats that went on to play in
the Cape Cod League using wood bats. The home runs, batting averages, doubles, triples, and
pitchers’ e.r.a. all dropped in the wood bat league by a considerable amount. I experienced the
difference last year after we went all wood on our team. We had a lot less 15-11 scores and a lot
more 4-2 scores throughout our season.

In closing, I would like to speak from experience. Being a college pitcher, I remember a
game in which I was pitching and was hit by a batted ball. 1remember this vividly because it
knocked me out of the game. I threw a pitch and the ball was batted right back at me off an
aluminum bat. I didn’t have a chance to even flinch. The ball hit me off of the top of the
kneecap, and honestly I didn’t see it coming. At that time I was upset I gave up a hit, not
relieved I had not been killed. I’ve always thought that pitcher’s being hit by balls hit up the
middle as something that comes with the territory. Idon’t think that anymore. 1 watched a
player die playing a game that everyone standing before you today loves. The way Brandon died
is something that I relive in my head everyday. He was an 18 year old kid with his whole life
ahead of him. I understand that if the ball that hit Brandon was batted off of a wood bat the
result probably would have been the same, but he might have had more time to react. Let’s give
every athlete the chance Brandon didn’t get. At the very least, please consider the fact that if this
happens with a wood bat, at least we have taken a precaution to try to prevent it Let’s take the



next step in making the game of baseball safer for our kids. Please consider the worth of life and
not the worth of money.

Sincerely,

ﬁ/u//cw %C{AA,@/Q

Bryan Larson
Head Coach
Miles City Mavericks
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A HARD LINE.DRIVE

- Everyone who saw it rememhers the inning,

the score, even the count, because alt three shised
brightly on the scoteboard for so long afterward.
Everyone there remembers how Brandon Patch
looked when he pitched, because that’s easier to
relive than the memory of him lying mationless on
the mound. Everyone remembers the sounds: the

shrill ping, the sickening thud, the gasps, the
sifence. Then later, much later. the sirens. And just
about everyone whe was at the game on that hot
Montana night agrees why it happened.

Tt was the bat. The aluminum bat.

IT WAS Brandon's last start with Miles City, and it
was all he could think about the entire week. The
boy was 18, so he didn't dwelt much on the future.
He imagined one day he'd be a California highway
patrolman, pulling over 20 cars a day. He would see
the Lakers, and fish for marlin in the Pacific, and
visit Yankee Stadium, and take a cruise on a ship
with a casing. But that was all for later. On that
night, July 25, 2003, Brandon just wanted to pitch.
He spoke ta his mom, Bebbie, from the team ks

as it headed to Helena, “We're almost there,” he
said, “See you at the game.” Brandon was excited.

His final American Legion start was against

Montana’s two-time state champs, the Helena

Senators. Miles City is an isolated interstate

turnoff town of 8,500, and its team didn't have a

ton of talent. But its leader had optimism and

karma to spare. Brandon Patch was the grandson
of “Scrap lron” Patch, a beioved rodeo clown.

IT SOUNDED

Almost everyone who saw
Brandon's flnal pttch blamed his
death on the aluminum bat.

Brandon James Patch was a good eqg—the life of
the party even on a bad day. About the wotst thing
he ever did was hide Snickers bars from his coaches
next to the Bible in the hotel nightstand.

So he galloped straight to the mound theye at
Yindrick Legion Field. Now, Brandon wasn't much
on technigue: He was a Tittle husky, with 2 deliv-
ery that was more tumble than stride. But his dad,
Spud, wouldn't let Tim come in for dinner until
he got his pitches down, 50 Brandon was usuaily
pretty offective. This time, he was brilliant. He
held Helena to one eamed run over the first four
innings, greeting just ahout every putout with a
fist pump or a grin. His energy spread to his team-
rmates, who played right up on their toes. And as
the sun set over the scorrhed platean, the Miles
City Mavericks had the Senators stuck in 2 3-3 tie.
“They'te ming tonight!” Brandon had told his dad
before taking the mound in the first inning, and
so far, he'd been right.

Then came the bottom of the fifth, one out, a
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1-1 count on Helena first haseman Quinn LeSage.
Dehbie and Spud leaned forward in the stands.
Brandews aunt in Helena had e-pnaited him rews-
paper clips about LeSage, a &'5" masher with D1
potential. Brandon o-mailed back elips about him-
gelf, setting the stage for the showdpwn. Brandan
had X'd LeSage the last time they met, back in
Miles City, and the Helena manager came Cver
after that game to shake Brandon’s hand. That
pretty much made the kid's season. Now Brandon
wanted to punch out Quinn on his home turf. He
reared back and put all he had into a fastball.

LeSage uncoiled, otling his wrists perfectly. The
Dbalt hit the bat's sweet spot and gave against the
aluminum 50 purely that LeSage felt no resistance.

Ping! Thud.

The two sounds kit the ear one right after the
other, as if the bat had connected with the bail
and Brandon's head in one motion. Debbie saw her
con fall backward toward second base like he'd
been run ovet. LeSage finally located the ball 50

AS IF THE BAT HIT THE BALL AND
BRANDON'S HEAD IN ONE MOTION.
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feet ir the air, and watched as it lingered against
the lights, Ife had barely stumbled out of the bat-
ter's box when it landed in the first baseman's
glove far an out. Then he stared out at the mound
before turning to the dugout, “I hit that hall s
hard,” he said out loud. “I hit it so, so hard.”

DEBBIE PATCH had never thought twice about alu-
minum bats. How many 46-year-old Montana moms
would krow about the years of controversy, the
lawsuits, the allegations of danger? She had no idea
the NCAA had recommended 3 maximum hatted ball
speed in *98, then revised it upward—against the

wishes of its Basebali Rules Committee—after one
bat company sued. No idea the NCAA had ruted in
"99 that aluminum bats should be held to a “wood-
Hke™ performance standard, which virtually all
amateur leagues have adopted. No idea a longtime
college coach, Amherst’s Bifl Thursten, had quit the
Rales Comemittee in protest because he
didn't think even toned-down aluminum
bats were at all woedlike.

Thurston has a videotape of seven
college kids getting hit in the face with
balls off aluminum bats, Ping? Thud.
Feeth flying. Ping/ Thud. A mangled
jaw. Ping! Thud. Hospital airlifts.
"Everyane knows it's the bat,” Thurston
says, “but no one wants to admit it

When her son crumpled to the

amowing about all the charges and aut injury. The death of Brandon Palcl
ountercharges, the what-ifs and fears lhere is

hat were already part of this game.
the would soon find out.

SRANDON PULLED himself into a sitting
wsition. He felt a deep throb and a
vave of embarrassment. Quing had got
iir good, As his teammates circled the

alarper sweet spot than wood hats wa
enough. H alumisum hats had e same ha

mound, Byanden joked in a whisper, “Should've
kept it down.”

Spud and Debbie sprinted to the center of the
ballfield. Brandon tried te be brave. I got a heck-
uva headache, Dad,” he said, and Spud smiled. "I
bet you do, son. I bet you do.” Spud checked the
left side of Brandon’s head and saw a red mark
about twe inches in diameter on his temple. Nat
bad, he thought. Lucky. Then he saw blood begin
to trickle from his son’s ear.

Brandon, feeling dizey, lay back on
the mound. Teammates supported his
head with a relled-up towel, then unbut-
toned his jersey so he could breathe eas-
ier. As the boy looked up at his parents,
his vision started to blur. He saw black
spots and Minked hard, but the spots just grew
bigger and blurier. Spud and Debbie saw their
son's eyes flicker. Then Brandon's eyebrows arched
and his cheeks twitched. He turned white and, to
those wha saw it, his face was a picture of fear.
Brandon blacked out, then vomited. More blood,

e aliminus bats ave vsed in alinst every anatewr feagne in the country, a dahate
s fow the issur Wneaks down.
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for a full seaspn

a lot more, dripped from his ear onto his jersey and
into the dist. His legs began to twitch, then his
entire body ¢onvulsed. Debbie screamed, “Wake up,
Brandon! Wake up!” One coach threw himself on
top of Brandon to keep him prone, it the boy's
knees fought back, bending to meet his chest in a
fetal position, Another coach pried apen Brandon's
jaw and reached two fingers inside to keep him
from swallowing his tongue. Spud wheeled and
walked gut to the shortstop’s position. He crouched
like a catcher and pressed the palms

of his hands together in prayer.
Kids on both teams took a knee
in the ouwtfield and watched
blankly. In the stands, a father of
one of the Mavericks reached into
his shirt to wrap his fingers around
a cross, “Take me,” he whispered.

Palibearers “Take me” Eventua[ly, players
hrought were in the bullpen, hauling bat-
Brandon to ting cages out of the way, and an
his favorite ambulance moved slowly into the
place: 60'6" outfield and over the base path,

?  from home Moments later, the slam of its
pate, doors echoed in the silerce.

Brandon’s blood and vamit were

raked into the mound, and the

players returned to their positions. The Mavericks

numbly lost the game, then spent the night at a

nearby hotel. They stared at the ceilings and totd

Brandon stories. They tried to sleep, tried to con-

vince themselves Brandon was okay. Mayhe this

was a nightmaze, and they'd all wake up to find
Snickers in the Bible drawer.

At the hospital, a CT scan showed Brandon's hiain
pressing hard againist his cranium, The boy had ta
be airlifted to Great Falls, where a neusglagist might
be able to stop the swelling. Debbie and Spud
tushed to the car for what would be the langest 90

ver the wisdsin of 1hat choice.
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ﬁniles of their lives. Spud said almost nothing on the -

way; he'd hardly opened his mouth since Brandon
1ost consciousness, But Debhie couldr't keep quiet.
"Why?" she wailed. “Why did this happen?”

As Branderr was wheeled into surgery, a nurse
prepared a room in the ICU. Hope. Debbie and
Spud prayed and paced and held clammy hands,
trying not to wonder but wondering still. Then a
surgeon appeared through a doorway. He said
there was nothing eise he could do.

Debbie stared at the doctor with scalding blue

“PHERE'S NOTHING I CAN DO,” SAID THE SURGEON.
“NO,” SAID DEBBIE,
“YOU GO BACK AND FIX HIM."

eves. “No,” she said. “You go back in there and fix
him." At 12:43 a.n., there was nothing left to fix.
Brandon was gone.

IT WAS the bat. The thought swept through the
fanerat. More than 1,400 people showed up for the
service at Denton Field, the Mavericks” home park,
many seribbling farewell notes in metallic marker
on the boy's casket. leSage was there with his
tearnmates, dressed in uniform. Both squads were
introduced over the PA, just like the last time.
“And on the hill,”™ the announcer said, “No. 11,
Brandon Patch” Brandon’s brother, 15-year-old
Brady, helped carry the coffin from centerfield,
to soft sobs and applause, Then the pallbeaers
lowered Brandon onto the mound.

It was the bat. Hal Andersan is sure of it
Anderson coaches an amateur team in Billings,
and he saw one of Patch's last games, also against
Helena. He remembers LeSage, but he couldn’t
take his eyes off the pitcher, Ro:. 11. The kid was
so animated, so happy to be out there. He cheered
his teammates after each putout and calmed them
after each hit. “I loved the kid’s spirit,” says
Anderson, who is now a Rockies scout. “He made
me enjoy that game.”

The coach mever met the bay, but when he
learned Branden had died, he col-
lapsed in tears. Anderson’s team,
which inciudes his son, Justin, has
not used aluminum since, If it
costs them every game, so be it.
“Sooner or later,” Anderson says,
“the house of cards will fall. The
strength of the kids, the bats ...
it's a perfect storm.”

ON A warm June morning, the
Mavericks take a two-hour bus ride
to Billings to play the Royals, The
Mavericks use only wood bats now,
and they wear baseball helmets in
the field. Many of Brandon’s team-
mates still play. Matt Wilcox is one
of them. He wasn't much for
baseball until Brandon convinced
him te come out. Now he plays
for Brandon. But not
another teammate, Hayes
Venable. Hayes doesn't
play footbail anymore,
pither. He went out and
got a job instatling

sprinklers. He has a faraway look in his
eye now, a lost stare, He speaks slowly. -
quietty: *I still have that picture in my
head ... "

Debhie is here today. She and Spud
have spent the past year trying to con-
vince anyone who wilt listen that their
son didn't have to die. It hasat been
easy, what with Debbie’s job at the
tanning salon and Spuds odd hoars slicing meat
at Albertson's. The Patches dom't have an
answering machine, so they waited by the phone
for weeks after Brandon's death to hear back from
the head of the Montana American Legior, George
Haegele. Debbie left messages. She called again
and. again. She wanted just five minutes to make

her case for dropping the bats. When she finalty
got her chance, Haegele became exasperated
quickly. He told Debbie nothing would change in
this lifetime. “Maybe you'll he dead hy the time it
changes,” Debbie said. “But T won't.”

_ Debbie helped her brother-in-law, Jack, créate a -
website railed forever1i.com. It's filled with stud-
ies and testimony from opponents of aluminum
bats. Other kinds of clips make the website, toa,
like the op-ed piece from a Montana American
Legion coach saying the folks from Miles City are
ruining Brandon’s memory by guilting local teams
inte dropping aluminum. Car accidents happen, he
said. Should we take cars off the ad?

The Patches thought of suing the batmakers, but
that’s expensive and nivt likely to be successful
Batmakers say basehall has inherent risk, which it
does, that aluminum bats have saved money, which
they have, and that all their bats meet NCAA. guide-
lines, which they da. They point to thousands of
bats swung every sumser without incident. “When
there are injuries, people have to be realistic and
say it could have happened with woad or
aluminum,” says Jim Darby, a spokesman for
Easton, the nations leading hatmaker. “If a player
is hit off aluminum, everyorte points to the bat. If
he's hit off wood, they say it's part of the game”

Quinn LeSage now pitches in an all-wood
collegiate league in Eastern Washington. Would
Brandon have died if Quinn had been using wood
last year? Debbie Patch will live the rest of her 1ife

behind:

Spud,

without knowing for sure, and that keeps her
fighting. “Look,” she says, “you don't want fo
lase your child on a baseball field. I still wake up
and say I can't helieve he's gone. No mother
wants to wake up like that,"

So Debhie has brought some wood bats with her
to Biilings today. She canies them to the Royals’

The ones
Brandon left

girtiriend Lacey
Reid, parents
* Debhie and



“I STILL WAKE UP AND SAY
I CAN'T BELIEVE HE'S GONE,”
DEBBIE SAYS. “NO MOTHER WANTS THAT."

Brandon's room Is just
as It was the day he
left for Helena.

aut as the players gather for warmups. This is
first game she's been to sinee Brandon’s death,
later she will beeak dowm during the nationat
ier. But now she beams with hape when the
5" manager agrees to use her bats. It makes
llines ixs the papers. But then Miles City leaves
the Royals go back to aluminum, like every
¥ team the Mavericks play all season,

BRANDON'S ROOM is exactly as
it was the day he left for
Helena. The bed is unmade. A
basehall-shaped alarm clock
flashes the wrong time. An
empty Coke can sits on a
bureau, a fruit roll-up on the
TV. There is an Extra Innings
cartridge in the Nintendo
machine, and a Jock fock tape
in the hoom hox. Five basebails
surround one worr mitt, A
high school diplema awaits
mounting. There is a faint smell of cologne and
deodorant, A faint smell of a boy.

It was the bat. Lacey Reid can't help but think
so. She still goes to Mavericks games, and when
she does, she imagines her boyfriend rnunning puk
of the dugeut, pumping his fist, smilirg. She day-
dreams between innings, about the Fourth of July
they watched fireworks from the 1oof of Denton

Tield, about the late-right calls, about Brandan
sitting behind the wheel of his '90 T-Bird. She
closes her eyes and she sees him stil.

Sometimes, when her house is guiet, Lacey
picks wp the phone to dial Branden number.
Sometimes she visits his grave. She sits under a
leaning elm and smiles at the stuffed foothall,
the golf club, the yellowed valentines, the sweat-
stained baseball cap and the Snickers bar on the
granite ledge heneath the etched years of her
boyfriend’s life. Sometimes Lacey talks to
Brandon. She tells him what's bugging her and
how her day went. Sometimes she brings a blan-
ket and talks until she whispers, and whispers
until she falls asleep,

And sometimes Lacey wakes to find Brandon's
parents sitting beside her. Spud and Debbie visit
their son every day. Dad brings the paper so he
can read the scores to him. Debbie wonders how
her baby boy could be lying in a box under all
that grass and dirt.




