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“Crack!”

“There’s a high fly ball, deep to left field. The left fielder goes back to the wall. He jumps and…he makes the catch!”

“What a catch! I heard about his new glove, he made it out of the cardboard box that came in today’s shipment of vegetables,” Orioles announcer Joe said.
Fred, the Orioles’ other announcer added, “Most guys still have their gloves from last year’s cardboard boxes. He is probably happy that he got his hands on a new cardboard box today. If he hadn’t he would’ve had a hard time robbing that home run.”

The Orioles’ gloves are not made of cardboard boxes, and you would be hard-pressed to find a cardboard glove being used in the United States. But children who love baseball in underprivileged countries such as Nicaragua and the Dominican Republic would know exactly what Joe and Fred are talking about. 
If you were to visit the Dominican Republic it would not take you long to find a field filled with children playing baseball. To most children in the DR, baseball is a way of life. But if you looked closer at the kids playing, you might notice that most kids do not have gloves, let alone cleats or even helmets. 

In 1991, John Eisenberg, a writer for the Baltimore Sun, visited the Dominican Republic with photographer Ken Lam to write a series of articles about the Orioles’ scouting efforts in the DR. Little did he know what he would encounter or what he would start. 
“When I was in the Dominican I saw these kids that were good little ballplayers. But they didn’t have anything. They were playing with whatever clothes they had and with no equipment at all,” Eisenberg remembered. “When I went to the DR I had several stories in mind, but not this one. When I saw this I felt it needed to be written.” 

Eisenberg wrote an article that ran in the Baltimore Sun in December of 1991. Accompanying the article was a picture taken by Lam of a boy playing baseball with a glove he made out of cardboard.  The picture ran on the front page of the newspaper and sparked a great deal of interest, in addition to winning several awards. 
Amidst the reaction and awards, Eisenberg’s article landed in the hands of the Oriole Advocates and something amazing began to brew. 
“The Oriole Advocates found John’s article and read that kids were playing baseball with cardboard gloves or no gloves and with tree limbs for bats and tape wrapped up as a baseball,” Oriole Advocate and Cardboard to Leather co-chairman Bob Harden said. “We asked ourselves, ‘What can we do about this?’”
That question led to a remarkable program that has impacted the Advocates, the Baltimore Orioles, the state of Maryland and youth stretching from Baltimore to countries including Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic and Aruba, for 17 years and counting. 
The Oriole Advocates are a group of Orioles and baseball fans committed to serving their communities through their love of baseball. Founded in 1960, the Oriole Advocates have been active in Maryland communities through several of their programs and have especially focused on youth initiatives. In 1992, the Oriole Advocates formed the Cardboard to Leather (C2L) committee, which works to collect gently used and new baseball equipment from local people and organizations for underprivileged youth in other countries. Bob Harden and Kevin Joyce are the current co-chairs of the C2L committee.
“We collect equipment from anyone that is willing to donate it to the program. If someone contacts us for a donation we’ll pick it up, bring it back to our storage facility, inventory and organize it and get it ready to for our next shipment,” Harden said. 
Perhaps the best testimony of the impact of the C2L program is the story of last year’s distribution to Nicaragua.
Once the equipment was ready to ship, the C2L committee partnered with the unofficial director of Little League Baseball in Nicaragua, Alex Torres, for shipment and distribution. Thanks to donations from individuals, baseball teams and organizations and a remarkable effort by Eagle Scout Keith Mitchell, in 2007 the C2L committee shipped the largest amount of equipment the program has ever distributed.

After shipping the equipment last year Bob, accompanied by his wife Shirley, made the trip to Nicaragua to distribute the equipment with their Nicaraguan partner Alex. When they got on the plane the Hardens did not know what was waiting for them overseas. 

“When we got to Alex’s house we saw that he had dedicated an entire section of his house to the equipment,” Shirley said. “Alex had reorganized all of the equipment and held what he called ‘Shopping with the Oriole Advocates Day’ where he invited hundreds of local youth teams to his home to determine what equipment they needed.” Alex, Bob and Shirley got ready for the distribution the next day. 

 “Alex left ahead of time. Later, his wife Johanna took us out to the baseball field for the distribution,” Bob remembered. “All of a sudden she started driving out onto the field, down the third baseline in foul territory. We looked up and we couldn’t believe what we saw. There were tons of people, the stands were packed. There were even signs thanking the Oriole Advocates. We got out of the car and everyone stood up and started clapping. It was unbelievable.”

“ They had a presentation with Mayors and other representatives from each town and even the national Nicaraguan newspapers were there.”  
After the presentation, the youth lined up for the distribution. Each person and team received exactly the equipment they needed. “If they had shirts but not cleats, they got cleats. If they didn’t have gloves, they got gloves. There were some that had nothing, so we gave them everything,” Bob said. 

“From there we went to more distributions. Each one we went to had the same thing, packed stands, Mayors and people thanking us,” Bob said. “It always ended with the most important thing, distributing the equipment and meeting the kids.”
When they were finished that day, Bob, Shirley and Alex had distributed 500 bats, 850 baseballs, 210 gloves, 576 helmets, 1663 uniform shirts and pants, 140 catchers’ masks and helmets, pitching rubbers, trophies, bases and more to more than 90 little league teams totaling 1,800 children ages 6-18 years old. It was only when he saw the faces on the children that Bob realized how the C2L equipment collection truly made an impact on these children’s lives. 

At the end of their trip Bob and Shirley were driving with Alex when they passed a field filled with children playing baseball. Alex looked at Bob and said ‘Watch this.’ Alex took a brand new baseball and threw it in the middle of the field. The kids stopped their game and one ran over to the baseball. He picked it up, cupped it with both hands, smelled it, and smiled. He couldn’t believe it was new. 
Bob and Shirley returned to the U.S. and armed with their experiences the C2L committee has continued with big plans for upcoming collections and distributions. On July 26 of this year the Oriole Advocates will once again team with the Baltimore Orioles for their annual equipment collection night. Each year the Orioles and the C2L committee collect equipment and monetary donations from fans at the gates of Oriole Park and also hold a silent auction to raise funds for the program. Thousands of Orioles and visiting team fans donate money and equipment. 
“Our collection date at Oriole Park not only brings a lot of donations, but also raises the awareness of our program,” Bob said. “It helps spread the message that by donating equipment that might otherwise be sitting in your basement or not being used by children who have outgrown it, you are making a real difference in lives of children around the world.” 
For 17 years the Oriole Advocates and C2L have worked to spread the love of baseball to children around the world. They have received donations from Orioles fans, baseball teams and leagues, Boy and Girl Scout groups, individuals and even birthday parties, who asked guests to bring baseball equipment to donate in lieu of gifts. Thanks to partnering with the Orioles and from countless other donations the C2L program sprung from the question ‘What can we do about this?’ and has grown into a program that has made an impact on its donors in the U.S. and benefited thousands of children internationally.
“I look forward to the future of the program,” Bob said. “We are literally turning cardboard into leather. Any donation makes a big difference. This is just the tip of the iceberg.”
To donate to the C2L program contact the Oriole Advocates at: C2L@orioleadvocates.org.
The following are the 2008 C2L collection dates:
(reprinted by permission, July 2008)
