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First, it was the women's marathon
trials on Feb. 10. Then on June 25,
the Olympic torch passed through the
capital city. On June 30, the USA
baseball team took on the Cubans in
an exhibition game at Capital City
Stadium.

In yet another stop on their 41
game tour, the 1996 USA Baseball
Team Tour made an appearance in
Columbia. With just days to go until
the Olympics begin, the team is set
and has their eyes focused on the gold.

Team USA is one of eight teams
competing in this summer's Centennial
Olympic Games. Starting July 20
when they take on Nicaragua, the
team will play a round-robin format.
The four teams with the best record
will advance to the medal round.

Team USA, along with Cuba, Japan
and Korea are the favorites going in.

LSU coach Skip Bertman, whose
Tigers won the 1996 College World
Series, heads up the Olympic team.
Also, new USC baseball coach Ray
Tanner is one of the assistants.

As far as the game went, it had all
of the pomp and circumstance of a

Fourth of July celebration. From
American flags to dancers, skydivers
to chants of "U-S-A" and a mini-torch
relay to fireworks, this had it all.

But the action on the field was a
little less enthusiastic as Cuba defeated
USA, 4-2.

Going into the five-game series
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issue, Gamecock opponents are rated as

the toughest. Tennessee is first in the r

Athlon's and fourth in Lindys. Florida
and fifth, respectively; Auburn is 21st
Clemson is 10th in Athlon's. Even East1
is ranked 23rd in Athlon's. To make matte
n a , , .1 r
central Florida, who maKes inejump iron

I-AA to I-A, has one of the top 20 quart©
the nation in Daunte Culpepper and th<
attack is considered potent.

Something to be thankful for
Kentucky's Moe Williams, who last

eil over the Gamecock defense for 299 yard
to forego his senior year and was taken in
Draft.

TMngs to be hopeful for
Tennessee's Peyton Manning and J

Danny Wuerfful are the top two quart©
the nation. Is it too late to hope that
enter the NFL Draft?
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with Cuba, the USA baseball team
had won 39 straight, including all 18
on the pre-Olympic tour. But after
two losses, the Americans know who
is the favorite in Atlanta.

"Cuba is the number one team in I
the world by far," Bertman said.

Before a record crowd of 6,527, the
USA got off to a promising start in the
top of the first. With the bases loaded
and one out, Cuba pitcher Omar Luis 1
settled down to strike out J.D. Drew
and Jacque Jones to end the threat.
After that, it was all downhill.

Luis kept the Americans off-guard
with his blazing fastball and wicked
slider as he gave up five hits and struck
out nine in eight innings of work.

The Cubans struck in the second I
and never looked back. Cuba strung
three consecutive singles off Billy Koch
to make it 2-0.

The Clemson right-hander (3-1)
took the loss. He struggled with his i
control for much of the six innings he
pitched, allowing five hits and six
walks.

"I didn't have my best stuff, but I
did what I could with it," Koch said.
"They're a good ballclub. They didn't
swing at any bad pitches."

Team USA cut the lead to 2-1 in
the fifth. Casey Blake was hit by a

pitch and moved to second on a fielder's
choice. Lead-offman Chad Green then
doubled off the left-field wall to score

Blake. But once again, Luis settled
down to strike out Warren Morris and
Mark Kotsay to get out of the jam.

But Cuba upped the lead back to
two in their half of the fifth. Jose
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Cuba's Omar Linares slides safely into s

Estrada led off with a walk and stole
second and third. Orestes Kindelan's 1
groundout scored Estrada to make it
3-1. 1

The USA refused to give up. In 1
the sixth, Travis Lee led off with a

double, moved to third on a passed
ball and scored on a wild pitch.

"We kept battling," Koch said. "We
were never out of the game."

But in the seventh, Cuba pushed
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the lead back to two runs. Third
baseman Omar Linares, who has been
compared to Wade Boggs, hit a

towering solo home run to left-center
field in his final at-bat to make it 42.

In the ninth, the USA threatened
once again when Drew led off the
inning with a bloop-single to center.
A.s the crowd went into a frenzy,
reliever Pedro Lazo dashed their hopes
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When South Carolina hired Ray
'anner as its new head baseball coach,
hey got more than a coach who has
iroven he can win. They got a young,
nergetic and friendly person.

"I think Dr. McGee made a great
tick. Ray will infuse his energy, which
3 endless. He's a tireless worker, he's
/ell-liked by the kids, he's incredibly
nthusiastic and he knows a lot about
iaseball," LSU coach Skip Bertman
aid.
The 38-year-old comes to Columbia

rom North Carolina State where he
njoyed much success with the
Volfpack. At N.C. State he averaged
5 victories a season while compiling
1395-173 record.

While the success in Raleigh was
lice, Tanner must get right to work
m the Gamecock squad. But, that
night be tough considering he is one
f the assistant coaches on the Olympic
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letback in building his team, it is good
0 know that USC has hired a coach
food enough to coach in the Olympics.

But don't let his "other job" fool
fou. He is already in the process of
ireparing the 1997 version of the
jamecock baseball team.
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Warren Monte. Cuba won the game pfa

of a comeback as he struck out Jones
and pinch-hitters Matthew LeCroy
and Tony Glaus to end the game.

"Their pitching is so tough,"
Bertman said after the game. "Luis
and Lazo are so good that it is hard
for us to catch up. We're not prepared
for 90-plus (mph) pitching. The last
time we faced pitching like that was
in a intrasquad game with Koch and
(Kris) Benson on the mound."

seball coach
challenges oi
"I think Dr. McGee made a

great pick. Ray (Tanner) will
infuse his energy, which is
endless."

Skip Bertman, LSU coach

the players. That's been very
encouraging. I've talked to some kids
who are really excited about getting
it going," Tanner said.

For a man who has had the job for
less than a month, he knows what
needs to be done. High on his list of
priorities is pitching.

aiir,. i :
we nave iu suie ujj uui jJiLtuuig

staff. That's our number one priority.
We're recruiting right now. We're
planning on bringing in four or five
pitchers before the fall gets under way,"
Tanner.

Tanner feels confident in the
catching core of the team that includes
Randy Stegall, Etienne Hightower,
Mike Curry and Eric Stanton.

"From where I sit right now. I think
the position players are pretty good,
but it's important that we get that
pitching staff sured up."

Pitcher Brett Jodie must be healthy
and Jason Pomar needs to be solid out
of the bullpen, Tanner said.

While at N.C. State, he led them
to their first ACC championship in
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iyod at Capital City Stadium, 4-2.

But the one thing Bertman was
quick to point out was that this was
a practice game.

"I'm looking for improvement,"
Bertman said. a I'd rather play well
and lose than play poorly and win."

Ready or not, on July 20 the games
become real. Ifs all or nothing for the
Americans. The tension will rise and
everything will count as Team USA
rrnnc for- tlio rirnlrl i_n Atlanta
5VVD W1V gvivi 111 A IVlUIiVU.

Ray Tanner
f SEC
1992. He was the ACC Coach of the
Year in 1990 and has led his team to
seven NCAA tournament appearances
in nine years. He is the secondwinningestcoach in school history. He
has had 30 players go on to play
professional baseball and coached the
Wolfpack to a school-record 49 victories
in 1993.

After a 25-28 campaign for USC in
1996, a year in which they did not
make the SEC Tournament, most would
see '97 as a rebuilding vear. but not
Tanner.

"I have high expectations. I don't
use the word 'rebuilding.' I think that
you're trying to be good every year
You have to take that approach,'
Tanner said. "I'm expecting to be very
competitive in the SEC and I'm going
to be disappointed if we're not."

With an attitude like that, it
shouldn't be too long until the
Gamecocks are back in contention,
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Bui it s nis rrienaiy, out-going
personality that makes Tanner likeable

The Benson, N.C., native is
dedicated to the South Carolini
program. His wife is a USC alumni
and is "ecstatic" according to Tanner
He loves the area and says th<
attraction has always been there.

"I'm looking for the Gamecocks ti
take me in and let's get ready to go.
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