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Life After Barry Is a Strikeout At the Ballpark

Without Famed Slugger,  Rubber-Chicken Sales And Kayak Rentals Fall

By JIM CARLTON
April 28, 2008; Page A1
SAN FRANCISCO -- The San Francisco Giants this year got off to one of their worst starts since moving here from New York in 1958, losing 11 of their first 17 games.

Fans believe they know what is missing. "Bring Back Barry," read the sign of a young boy in the stands on opening day April 7.

In other ballparks, home-run king Barry Bonds was reviled for his alleged use of steroids and general aloofness.

But here at AT&T Park, fans never stopped loving Mr. Bonds. He drew them to games even when the team was slumping. Fans rented kayaks to float in the waters off right field to await balls Mr. Bonds hit out there. They bought thousands of Bonds jerseys and bobbleheads. In their most peculiar tribute to him, they purchased boatloads of rubber chickens.

During 15 seasons with the team, Mr. Bonds won five Most Valuable Player awards and propelled the club to three National League West titles and the 2002 National League pennant. In 2001, he set the single-season home-run record at 73. Last August, he blew past Hank Aaron's record of 756 career home runs, adding six more before the season ended. "Over the years he played here, Barry was like the greatest show on earth," says Jules Tygiel, a baseball historian and professor of history at San Francisco State University.

But in September, the club announced that it wouldn't re-sign the 43-year-old local hero, citing a need to "move on." That announcement came only weeks before a U.S. District Court grand jury indicted Mr. Bonds on perjury and obstruction-of-justice charges related to his alleged use of performance-enhancing steroids. Mr. Bonds has pleaded not guilty in the matter, which remains pending, and has said he never knowingly used steroids. Through a spokeswoman, Mr. Bonds declined to comment for this story.

Whether the absence of Mr. Bonds is a factor in the team's slow start is a matter of debate. But unquestionably it is responsible for the drop in sales of rubber chickens at the stadium. So serious an offensive threat was Mr. Bonds that pitchers routinely walked him intentionally. In 2004, he set the single-season record for intentional walks at 120.

Thus began the tradition: Opposing pitchers who feared pitching to Mr. Bonds were jeered by thousands of fans waving rubber chickens.

Unwanted Birds
The chicken became a San Francisco peculiarity. Fans would hang them along the right-field wall favored by the left-handed slugger. Some invested in a flock. Kathleen Carr, a 51-year-old sales manager, used to bring a chicken collection to her family's seats behind home plate, including one that laid a rubber egg.

Ballpark vendor Bob Rosenthal says rubber-chicken sales used to account for as much as 20% of his booth's sales. Vendor William Kopcyk says he used to sell 25 or so a day at $10 a pop, contributing as much as 10% of his booth's sales. Now demand is so low neither of those booths stock them. At one souvenir store in the ballpark, an entire bin of the birds has sat almost untouched since the start of the season.

Other Barry paraphernalia are striking out this year. At the Giants Clubhouse, sales of Bonds mementos, including a "756" teddy bear commemorating the homer that broke Hank Aaron's record last Aug. 7, have dropped sharply this year. "Oh God, I miss him," says Madilyn Kelly, a salesclerk at the stand.

Mr. Bonds was a major force behind another Giants-stadium oddity: kayaks. Kayakers used to float by the dozens in McCovey Cove, hoping to fish out a so-called "Splash Hit." Of the 45 homers that have been blasted into the cove since the ballpark's opening in 2000, 35 came off the bat of Mr. Bonds. This season, no homers have been hit into the cove, and the number of kayaks bobbing in the water fell to about 10 on opening day from 50 on opening day last year. During the second game of this season, there were no kayaks in the cove. "It's not as fun," says 52-year-old Mark Busch, a San Jose businessman who sat in one of the few kayaks on opening night.

That's bad news for Ted Choi, a 44-year-old Korean immigrant who has rented kayaks to baseball fans for five years here. Game-related rentals used to account for as much as a third of his business, persuading a stable of advertisers to pay roughly $20,000 each to put their brands on his kayaks. This year, he has just two advertisers, and game rentals are scarce most days. "I will be happy if I can break even," he says.

Feeling Divorced
	

	Many San Francisco Giants fans, like this one on opening day earlier this month, are missing slugger Barry Bonds.


Even newscasters are feeling the blues. KRON-TV weekend sports anchor Vernon Glenn stood on the field before one game this month and squinted hard to find evidence that Mr. Bonds had played there. Gone was the "Road to History" mural in center field, which portrayed Mr. Bonds's quest for the home-run title. Also missing were the tote boards that featured his latest home-run count. Off in a corner -- behind the right-field bleachers -- was a small sign denoting Mr. Bonds's 756th homer.

"I've never been through a divorce, but it feels like that," Mr. Glenn said.

The stands are emptier. Coming into this weekend, attendance was down 15% from last year. And there's an eerie stillness in the press box. Blake Rhodes, director of media relations for the Giants, used to deal with as many as 400 reporters from around the globe who converged on AT&T Park to chronicle Mr. Bonds's home-run chase. Now, a fraction of that many show up.

The Barry Years
During the Barry years, stadium logistics czar Jorge Costa stationed an employee near a wooden sign hanging in right field that showed Mr. Bonds's latest home-run count. Whenever Mr. Bonds slugged another homer, the worker would flip to a new number by hand. Mr. Costa also had to beef up security because of melees that broke out when a Bonds homer landed among fans.

Still, there is reason for hope. The team has won five of its last 10 games, representing a possible turnaround. And ahead lies a milestone to celebrate: The team's Omar Vizquel is only a few games shy of the record for most games played as shortstop: 2,583.

