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A Field of Dreams

By: Old Wakaba

On a hazy evening at the Community Center, I gazed beyond the west parking lot to watch the sun go down over the darkened classrooms of the school.  The crowded, drab bungalows were not always there.  There was a time when on that ground stood a baseball field, green and alive with CC ballplayers and their families rooting for them.
In the early 1960’s, the San Fernando Wakabas entered into competition with other Japanese-American youth baseball teams in leagues organized long before there were CBO leagues.  I can’t remember the name of the leagues because too many years have passed. My teammates were so proud of our green hats, and the green with gold trim jerseys we wore over our everyday blue jeans. We may have started the tradition of San Fernando CC teams wearing the color green.  But what’s with the name “Wakabas”? Our coach said the name “Wakaba” came from a Japanese term for “young leaves”.  Other teams in our league had sports names like “Yankees, Tigers, or Red Sox”; but now, looking back, we were the ones with the real cool name.

We played our league games in parks in East LA, the Mid-Cities, and the Crenshaw District on weekday nights.  My Mom would have our dinner ready early, and then my Dad would drive long distances on surface streets because there were only a few freeways in LA back then.  After the games, the exhausted kids would sleep in the car on the way home, while the parents would make the long trip home.  It’s kind of funny that kids never think about how much their parents do for them until years later, when they look back as adults and as parents themselves. 
With no home field, we practiced at local parks like the San Fernando Recreation Center or Paxton Park. A few years later, the parents of the Wakabas obtained permission from the CC to build a baseball field on the open property between the CC and the Buddhist Temple.  The players and their Dads spent Saturday after Saturday picking up what seemed to be tons of rocks as the field was leveled by hand with the help of small tractors. Moms prepared bento for the hungry group. Volunteers erected backstops, dugouts, fences, and installed a sprinkler system.  Grass seed was sown, fertilizer was spread, and we let nature take its course.
It was a wonderful feeling to be able to play on a baseball field that you had helped to build.  The infield and outfield still had plenty of rocks on its surface, so any ground ball could ricochet and give you a nice bruise for the rest of the week.  It was prudent for infielders to wear protective gear as the catcher did. My teammates would make it a habit of picking up a few rocks between innings and tossing them beyond the foul lines as they ran into the dugout. Every little bit helped. The field was not perfect by any means, but it was ours.
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The older kids, including my brother, were in a higher age division of the league.  They were bigger and stronger, and could hit the ball over the short left field fence directly into the Buddhist Temple property. When homeruns broke a couple of the windows of the Temple, screens on wooden frames were built to protect the exposed windows.  One of my teammates could hit the ball over the fence, but he already had a moustache at age twelve.  The rest of us moustache-less kids were not threats to the windows.

Time slips away so quickly, and the baseball field is no more. Sometimes, I catch myself unconsciously going through the motion of throwing a baseball as if I am still on that sea of green with my teammates.  My old shoulder can barely tolerate raising my arm above my head these days.  I guess there were just too many hard throws, and just too many good memories of growing up at the CC.
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