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A blindfolded Andrew Landolphi runs at a recent practice of the Connecticut Chargers. (Joseph Landolphi)
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Sensations of baseball — the smell of glove leather and grass and the crack and
clunk of bat on ball — will be threaded through the game when teams from
Connecticut and New York City play on Saturday.
Most players, however, will see nothing.
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This is Baseball for the Blind, or B4B, a relatively popular sport for visually
impaired and blind people in Italy and other countries, but still emerging in the
U.S. The game in Franklin pits the Connecticut Chargers against the New York
Lions.
Chargers coach Joseph Landolphi is a 16-year-old senior at Parish Hill High
School in Chaplin. His team of non-vision-impaired friends will be blindfolded,
except for the second baseman, the only sighted player that rules allow. The
Lions are blind and visually impaired people from the five boroughs.

[Related] Canton: Fire and ambulance service would be better with $5.4
million new headquarters »
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Landolphi is organizing the game for his credited high school community
service project. He said he was introduced to B4B by his great uncle, Don
Landolphi, a Brooklyn, N.Y., native who has had a life in baseball.
Landolphi, 80, coached the Brooklyn College team, was assistant coach for
Italy’s national team in the 1970s and held several other coaching jobs in that
country and the U.S. He said he first saw Baseball for the Blind in Florence,
Italy, in 2006.
Immediately intrigued, Landolphi said he volunteered to help the coach and has
been involved ever since in coaching and promoting the game, currently with
the Lions team. Asked if players get the same joy from B4B as sighted players,
Landolphi said, “More.”
“Try running a straight line with your eyes blindfolded,” he said of the hardest
part of the game, the run from third to home. “When they accomplish that, they
are so excited. It’s just a wonderful experience for all of them.”
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(Courtesy of Lorenzo de Regny)

Invented in Bologna, Italy, in 1994, the game is distinct from Beep Ball, also
designed for visually impaired and blind people and played more widely in the
U.S.

[Related] Hartford city council passes resolution supporting Transportation
& Climate Initiative »
Some of the rules in B4B:
Unlike Beep Ball, there is no pitcher or catcher. The batter grips the rubber
ball, palm down, and releases it while swinging the bat with the other
hand.
A fair ball is only between second and third bases. A fly ball beyond the line
between second and third is an out, so players always try to keep hits low.
An official shouts out “Fair!” (”Valido!” in Italian) to alert the batter to run.
Three strikes or three foul balls is an out.
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No singles. A runner must round first base, where a beeper sounds to mark
its location, and get to second, where an assistant coach claps plastic or

wooden paddles to guide the runner to that spot. A clapper also is used at
third base, but home plate has no sound alert, hence the difficulty in
scoring a run.
The only sighted player on a six-player team is the second baseman, who
must catch balls from fielders and tag the base before the runner gets
there. To avoid collisions, separate runner’s and fielder’s bases are used.
Bells inside the perforated ball help fielders track it. Typically, fielders
must drop to the ground to stop hit balls with their bodies, then scoop and
throw to second base, where the fielder is shouting, “Two! Two!” to guide
the throw.
When he first saw B4B at the field in the Bronx where the Lions practice, Joseph
Landolphi, an infielder and pitcher for his high school team, said, “I was like,
‘How is this even possible? I can’t even comprehend this.’ ”

A blindfolded Connecticut Chargers player waits for the throw.

But he figured that forming a team and arranging a game would be a good
senior project, so he rounded up some friends and they hit the field with
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blindfolds. The team’s first practices were a bit chaotic, Landolphi

acknowledged. Players had to learn to hit the ball only to the left and to listen
carefully to both field and run.
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Baseball for the Blind comes to Connecticut in game Saturday

At Monsignor Scanlan High School in the Bronx, the Lions have played the
school’s blindfolded softball and baseball teams, Don Landolphi said. But due to
lack of opposing teams, they usually practice and play each other, so team
members, comprising a range of ages, male and female, are excited about the
game in Connecticut, he said.
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The Landolphis said they want to raise awareness of the sport, eventually create
a B4B League in the U.S. and enter a team in the Paralympic Games. Currently,
countries that have teams include Italy, Cuba, France and Germany.
Hosted by the Franklin Lions Club, the game is free and all are invited. Play is
set to start at 2 p.m. at the Franklin Senior League Field, 211 Pond Road
(Route 207). The rain date is Sunday.
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Jesse Leavenworth can be reached at jleavenworth@courant.com
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