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The 
Leadoff

From the moment Mark 
Teixeira made the final 
out to clinch the Yan-

kees’ 27th World Series title 
last November, the wait for the 
new season began for 29 other 
teams. Those 29 teams were 
forced to wait five long and 
painful months before baseball 
season would officially begin in 
April.

With only days remaining 
until the Major League Base-
ball season opener, fans are 
becoming increasingly anxious 
about the start of the new 
season. While the first regular 
season game is a chance for 
some teams to defend division 
titles or league champion-
ships, it is also an opportunity 
for teams that underachieved 
in 2009 to finally reach their 
goals. 

When a new season ap-
proaches, fans from teams 
around the league revive their 
hope for the new year. So with 
opening day right around 
the corner, let’s preview each 
division heading into the 2010 
season and the frontrunners for 
each pennant, starting with the 
American League and finishing 
with the National League in 
next issue’s column.

AL East- The division that 
has widely been considered the 
best in all of baseball for several 

years should be equally impres-
sive this season. The defending 
champion Yankees will be back 
with even more star power 
after the offseason additions of 
center-fielder Curtis Grand-
erson from the Detroit Tigers 
and Javier Vazquez from the 
Atlanta Braves.

With Vazquez added to the 
Yankee rotation, the Bronx 
bombers should at least have a 
starting five equal to the Boston 
Red Sox. However, Boston will 
also be back with more pitching 
by adding the year’s biggest free 
agent in pitcher John Lackey. 
The ex-Angel should help bol-
ster a Boston rotation that saw 
its share of injuries last season. 

Aside from the familiar faces 
in Boston and New York, the 
division’s least respected team 
heading into the new season 
might be the Tampa Bay Rays. 
For a team that won not only 
the AL East in 2008 but also 
the American League pen-
nant, the Rays have gotten 
little respect heading into 2010. 
With an All-Star caliber player 
at six different positions at the 
very least, one of the game’s 
best pitching rotations and a 
newly acquired closer in Rafael 
Soriano, the Rays might have as 
good a chance as any to snatch 
the AL East crown this season. 

With little hope of the 
Toronto Blue Jays or Baltimore 
Orioles leading the division at 
season’s end, it should all come 
down to a three-team race 
between the Rays, Red Sox, and 
Yankees. My prediction for AL 
East supremacy has the Yankees 

repeating as champions of the 
league’s best division with the 
Rays and Red Sox in a close 
second and third, respectively.

AL West- The division has 
been dominated by the Los 
Angeles Angels of Anaheim in 
recent years, and experts might 
tab them as favorites heading 
into the season because of past 
accomplishments. However, with 
the departure of several key con-
tributors, and with the addition 
of multiple talented players on 
Texas, Seattle and Oakland, the 
division might be as wide open as 
ever this season. 

Not only did the Angels lose 
long-time power hitter Vladimir 
Guerrero and lead-off hitter 
Chone Figgins, the team will 
also have to make up for the loss 
of reliable relief pitcher Darren 
Oliver and ace John Lackey. To 
make matters worse, three of the 
four players went on to sign with 
a division rival — Oliver and 
Guerrero heading south to play 
for the Texas Rangers.

Aside from Guerrero and 
Oliver, the Rangers also signed 
pitcher Rich Harden and traded 
former ace Kevin Milwood 
for some help in the bullpen. 
The Mariners made perhaps 
the biggest offseason splash 
though by trading for the 
former Cy Young winner Cliff 
Lee. The M’s also traded for 
slugger Milton Bradley, signed 
speedster Chone Figgins from 
Anaheim and added several 
utility players. Assuming the 
A’s don’t make a monumental 
improvement from last season, 
this division might also come 

down to a three-team race. I see 
this being the year the Angels 
finally end their run of domina-
tion of the AL West and either 
Texas or Seattle ending it. With 
a close battle until the last few 
games of the season, Texas will 
end their decade-long playoff 
drought and win the division 
for the first time since the late 
90s. The Mariners will finish a 
close second with the Angels 
not far behind.

AL Central- The division 
might have changed direc-
tions before the season began 
when Minnesota announced 
that closer Joe Nathan is done 
for the season after requir-
ing Tommy John surgery in 
his right shoulder. However, 
I don’t see the loss of Nathan, 
who has arguably been one of 
the top three closers in baseball 
since joining the Twins in 2003, 
hurting the team tremendously. 

The Twins still boast the 
division’s best lineup, best 
defensive unit and have the 
Central’s best overall player in 
Joe Maurer. The reigning AL 
MVP became the first catcher 
to lead the league in batting 
average, on-base percentage 
and slugging percentage in the 
same season in baseball history. 
Maurer also won a Gold Glove 
for his work behind the plate. 
The face of the Twins was one 
of four players to hit for at least 
28 home runs for Minnesota. If 
the Twins can find some consis-
tency with the bats, the division 
might be theirs for the keep-
ing. However, there will still be 
several contenders for the AL 

Central pennant.
For starters, the Chi-

cago White Sox, who acquired 
pitcher Jake Peavy last season, 
will have one of the best shots 
at finishing ahead of Minne-
sota. With an old lineup, the 
White Sox will look to Mark 
Buehrle and the rest of the staff 
to lead the team. The same will 
be true for the Detroit Tigers 
who will look to pitchers Justin 
Verlander, Rick Porcello and 
Max Scherzer to blow away 
hitters at the plate. 

Despite the Royals having the 
best closer in the division with 
Nathan out and possibly the best 
starter in all of baseball, it is hard 
to see Kansas City making any 
serious noise for a division crown 
this season. The same can be said 
for the Indians, who are just two 
and a half years removed from 
their World Series appearance in 
2007. I see the Twins moving full 
steam ahead without their All-
Star closer and winning the divi-
sion by a couple of games over 
the Tigers and White Sox, who 
finish second and third to round 
out the top of the division.

That’s how I see the Ameri-
can League races shaping up 
throughout the course of a 162 
game season. For a preview on 
the National League race, read 
part two of the MLB season 
preview next issue.

American League preview with opener days away

Freshman vaulter debuts with new school record

Lady Bison tennis shows promise
by SARAH KYLE
student writer

With a 16-2 record and current 10-game 
winning streak, the Lady Bison tennis team 
is making some noise in the Gulf South 
Conference this season.

This year’s team is young with several 
freshmen players making their collegiate 
debut for the Lady Bisons. Freshman player 
Ellen Hammons attributes this strength to 
illustrious high school tennis careers for 
many of the younger players.

“The freshmen that are really taking big 
roles for our team this year simply came 
from our past experiences with competi-
tive tennis,” Hammons said. “The ability to 
compete well simply comes from competing, 
and I know many of the other freshmen 
were highly competitive in their respective 
states’ USTA groups and high school state 
tournament.”

Hammons added that her own success 
comes from a formidable high school pro-
gram that prepared her for the pressures of 
performing at a collegiate level. 

When choosing a university to continue 
her tennis career, it was Harding’s faith values 
that brought Hammons and her tennis skills 
to the university. 

“I initially wanted to come to Harding 
because of the great opportunity I knew it 
would give me to allow my personal faith 
with God to grow,” Hammons said. “I feel 
even more blessed that I was also given the 
opportunity to continue playing the sport I 
love at Harding.”

While Hammons was traditionally a doubles 
player during her high school competitions, 
she said that her singles game has definitely 
improved since coming to Harding. However, 
Hammons said that playing doubles allows 
her to relax and have more fun.

“There is something about the team as-
pect of doubles that I love being a part of,” 
Hammons said. “Doubles just allows me to 

relax more and stay focused on one point at 
a time, and I love getting to share in a win 
with my partner because the excitement is 
doubled.”

No matter how strong a player a girl on the 
team is, Hammons said Coach David Elliot 
constantly pushes the girls to keep improving 
different aspects of their game.

 “We are a great group with a lot of 
potential, he [Coach Elliot] says, and he is 
always trying to help me understand what 
I can keep working on in my tennis game,” 
Hammons said. “His expectations for me to 
not only improve but also perform as well as 
I can, as much as I can, has greatly helped 
me to become a better tennis player.”

One of the first areas Hammons said she 
hopes to improve in is sheer experience.

“My main focus has been on getting in a 
high state of physical shape specifically for 
tennis and gaining confidence from all areas 
of competition in practice and matches,” 
Hammons said. “The most important area I 
feel I lack as a freshman is really experience. 
I have been trying to learn more about how 
college tennis works and gain the confidence 
I need so that my team can rely on me to 
play whatever role I am needed for in the 
season.”

Fellow freshman player Callie Huey said 
that she believes the team is doing so well 
because of a strong sense of community 
among the girls.

“We had a big recruiting class, but I think 
we have had such good success because we 
all get along and play really well together,” 
Huey said. “We don’t want to let each other 
down, and so it motivates us to fight really 
hard to win our matches for our team.”

Huey added that while it is hard to tell 
how the conference will turn out due to 
team’s general inexperience with the Gulf 
South Conference teams, she believes that 
the team has the talent to perform well in 
conference games.

“It is hard to say how we will do since 
most of us have never played teams in this 
conference, but teams change every year, 
and how we match up against other teams 
is always interesting to see,” Huey said. “But 
I know that we definitely have the ability 
and talent on our team to play really well 
against them and have a lot of success in 
our conference.”
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Sophomore Gina Cielo hits a backhand shot during a recent home match at Harding 
University. Cielo is one of several young players contributing for the Lady Bisons.
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Harding f reshman Tiffany 
Chambers opened the outdoor 
track season strong, setting a new 
school record in pole vault at the 

Rhodes Open last Saturday.
The meet was the collegiate debut 

for Chambers, a native of Rogers, 
Ark., who broke Leslie Stackpole’s 
2008 record of 8 feet, 10 inches by 
vaulting 9 feet, 5.75 inches, finishing 
in 10th place at the meet. 

Chambers said that while it is 
exciting to break a school record, 
she did not break her own personal 
record from her high school vault-
ing career. Breaking that record, 
Chambers said, will prove more 
difficult.

“I did set a school record, but 
that wasn’t my personal best for 
outdoor, so to improve from that 
height shouldn’t be all that hard,” 
Chambers said. “To break my 
personal best, though, that will 
be tough. There are a lot of little 

things in pole vaulting that have 
to be done just right in order for a 
good vault to happen.”

With the rest of the season still 
to come, Chambers said the jump 
and vault teams have been working 

see TRACK page 2b


