MEN'S SOFTBALL: World Famous Lake Orion Softball League celebrates 50th anniversary WITH VIDEO
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LAKE ORION -- The number of games played, hits and in later years, aches and pains have multiplied ever since Roger Bailey began playing softball.

But that's OK for the 64-year-old player, who suits up every week for a chance to play in one of the unique softball leagues in the state.

The World Famous Lake Orion Men's Thursday Night Softball League is celebrating its 50th anniversary of competitive softball with its unique brand of hard-nosed play in an atmosphere of fun and friendship.

Originally for Orion Township residents or Lake Orion High School alumni, the league has also included players from other communities.
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Bailey, the senior member of the circuit, has seen a host of changes and developments in the game, including the evolution from wooden bats to aluminum bats.

"This is my 41st year," said Bailey, originally from Orion Township but a current Clarkston resident.

[image: image1.wmf]In his younger years, he was a scrappy infielder who could bang out hits with the best of them. Now, with a few years under his belt, Bailey just sees part time duty.

"(I'm ) trying to play without getting hurt," he said. "I'm competing with the young guys and it's hard to do."

Bailey never thought he'd be participating in the league this long. But all the favorable factors were in place for most of the players, who enjoy playing hard and having a good time.

"It's so much fun coming out here," said Bailey, a retiree from General Motors. "I've made a lot of good friends in this league."

The 12-team league, which has two six-team divisions, is governed by a board of directors. There is a players draft to fill team rosters in the spring and each team has to have at least 12 players. Each game is nine innings and there's no mercy rule or time limit. Players' lifetime statistics are also maintained. Games are played at Orion's Township Field and Friendship Park.

"This is without a doubt, the best softball league in the state," said Charlie Laich, who has played in the league 23 years. "Our grandfathers started this league and now their sons, and their sons are playing."

Indeed, Bailey's two sons, Randy and Jason, are now league mainstays.

Tony Lankford, a former president and vice-president on the league board of directors, has played 12 years.

"This is the one night a week I get to get out," smiled Lankford. "It's really like a fraternity kind of, we're all brothers. (And) it's just people in Lake Orion in general. We've always been entrenched in the Orion tradition."

Indeed, there's a one for all and all for one mentality among the league members. When one player recently passed away, some $12,000 was raised for the family according to Laich. There are events throughout the year, including a golf outing, postseason banquet and a recent pig roast, an all-day affair which included family activities for the kids.

While Bailey is the league's senior member, Brad Cline is not too far behind. He's played 39 years in the league.

While pitching for his team, he wore shinguards to protect himself from sizzling balls coming his way. To be sure, the players take the game seriously. They try to sprint out slow ground balls and they're diving head first into bases in a cloud of dust, attempting to stretch singles into doubles and doubles into triples.

In the statistical category, Cline has banged out 1,736 hits and slugged 161 home runs. Bailey has more than 1,100 hits.

Afterward, there's further fraternizing with the gang. Hamlin Pub, Christie's Bar and Grill, Orion Sports Bar and Taco Bell are among team sponsors.

Bailey also plays in a 50-over league at Clintonwood Park in Clarkston, a league in which more players are welcomed. Interested players can contact the Indepence Parks and Recreation Deparment for more information.

As for Bailey's lengthy tenure in Orion's World Famous League, "somebody's got to do it," he said.
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