Ryne Sandberg and RCN - Class Acts

By Wally Ely

July 4, 2006

      My part time job as a producer for cable television company RCN brought me in touch with one of the most popular and well-respected men in professional baseball Sunday, July 2, 2006.  This was the day the Reading Phillies retired the number of Ryne Sandberg, a Reading Phillies player in 1980 before he made the leap to the majors and was traded from the Philadelphia Phillies to the Chicago Cubs.  Sandberg may have been the greatest second baseman ever in the major leagues, and is enshrined in baseball’s Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York.  Sandberg’s newly retired number joined that of Mike Schmidt and Jackie Robinson when his number 26 (the number he wore in Reading) was posted permanently in the outfield for all to see.

      RCN hosted Mr. And Mrs. Sandberg’s visit to Pennsylvania over the weekend just before the Fourth of July holiday.  Sandberg had an assignment from RCN to produce some video commercials for the RCN Chicago market, and a few announcements for the Lehigh Valley market, too.  All this took place Sunday morning at the RCN studios on Airport Road near Allentown.  A trip to Reading followed to permit Sandberg to rest up for a few hours at the Reading Sheraton, and then return to the ballpark festivities, which were scheduled for the early evening.

      The reason I mention all this is to help me document the events of the day in which I served as Ryne Sandberg’s private chauffer.  The studio manager Rick Geho originally inherited this assignment.  In reality, Geho was much too busy to be diverted to an activity like playing driver for a dignitary while an important RCN remote broadcasting event (the Reading Phillies vs. the Erie Seawolves ballgame) was under way.  So Geho remembered he had this one old part-timer who was not already assigned to any part of the ballgame broadcast, and Geho passed the assignment on to me.

      It wasn’t all that much to do – driving the Sandbergs around - but it took me all day to do it!  At noontime in Allentown, when Sandberg’s TV production project was completed, it was time to head for the Reading Sheraton.  We loaded the Sandberg belongings into the trunk of Wally’s four door Impala, and loaded the Sandbergs themselves into the back seat, and off we went to Reading.

      Without incident, the three of us arrived at the Sheraton and I deposited the guests at the hotel with arrangements to pick them up again in two hours at 4:00 PM. The Phillies took over from there – a press conference for Ryne, a dozen red roses for Mrs. Sandberg.


      I spent some of the two-and-a-half-hours waiting time at First Energy Stadium - the Phillies ballpark - as the RCN production crews busily set up for the broadcast of the game, still quite some time away.  After hanging around at the stadium for a while, I headed for the Berkshire Mall adjacent to the Sheraton and shopped through the Borders Book Store until the appointed hour to pick up my passengers.

      At 4:05, the Sandbergs appeared at the hotel door and returned to my car for the trip to the Phillies.  Upon arrival at the Reading Phillies’ ballpark, the guests were spirited inside through a private entrance.  I stayed with the RCN crew and the production truck.

      Later I learned the Reading Phillies provided a complimentary picnic lunch in the outfield pavilion for RCN crewmembers before each game.  I was invited to join this “picnic” and enjoyed my ball game hot dog and cold drink there.

      Threatening thunderstorm clouds delayed the pre-game ceremonies for a few minutes.  Then rain actually fell briefly.  I huddled out of the raindrops, inside my car in the parking lot, where I had gone to grab my camera.  When the weather quieted down, I went back inside the park and watched the hall of fame ceremony at home plate from a seat in the stands.  Then came the retirement of Sandberg’s number.  Ryne reminded the Phillie fans why he is considered such a class act.  Sandberg appeared in a blue golf shirt with an RCN logo.  He thanked the Phillies and explained to the fans in a short speech how much his year at Reading meant to him and why Reading is such a great baseball town.


      Then Sandberg headed up to the RCN broadcast booth where he assisted Gary Laubach and Scott Barr announcing two innings of the game, and answering baseball questions between pitches.  The game was broadcast live into the Lehigh Valley and Philadelphia markets over RCN-TV.

      I kept an eye on the broadcast booth from a box seat I confiscated between innings.  From there, one could see right into the broadcast booth.  When Sandberg left the press area, I headed toward my car, assuming the next beep on my phone would be instructions to move out.  It was.  

      RCN marketing had not been in touch with me at all throughout the day – then suddenly they wanted the Sandberg’s car brought from the parking lot to the production truck in fifteen seconds.  I accommodated them and was ready when the Sandbergs were escorted, through a crowd of fans, from the stadium private door to my car - ready for the trip to Philadelphia.

      When both rear doors of the car slammed shut, we were off -- down the sidewalk, past the fans, past the production truck, past the satellite truck, and out onto the street through a cut in the sidewalk that seemed to be made precisely for our escape.  In no time, the stadium lights were receding into the distance and we were headed for the hour plus trip to the Marriott at the Philadelphia International Airport.

      Passing roadside fireworks along Route I-95 made for a lovely seasonal display and an unexpected treat.  Upon arrival at the hotel, Mrs. Sandberg needed to dispose of the remainder of her dozen roses, and agreed when she learned that my wife Suzanne was ill today, that passing the rose bouquet on to her would be a good idea.  I handled that, and the roses were well received by Suzanne, and very welcome.  It was a lovely touch ending the long day.

      The hour was late: past my bedtime (whenever THAT is!) and I headed back up I-95 and the Blue Route toward the Pennsylvania Turnpike, and home.  It was a wholly successful day – for the Sandbergs, the Phillies, RCN, and for me.  RCN and Ryne Sandberg – made for each other.  Both the kind of classy people one wants to be around, and they worked great together on this number-retirement Sunday.  

      I was “working” all day, but never enjoyed myself more.  It sure was a lucky break for me that Rick Geho was too busy directing a baseball game production to be able personally to coordinate the schedule of our high-profile guests and drive them around.  I loved every minute of it taking his place!

      Thanks Rick, but I still will turn in an RCN timesheet for my hours and an expense form for tolls and mileage!
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