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We now begin the 3rd level of the Pyramid with the term CONDITION.  Without being in a good CONDITION in mind, body and spirit, we cannot achieve very much.  Please read what Coach Wooden has to say about CONDITION.
“You must be conditioned for whatever you’re doing if you’re going to do it right – to the best of your ability.  There are different types of CONDITION for different professions.  A deep sea-diver has different conditioning requirements from a salesperson.  A surgeon has different physical conditioning requirements from a foot server.”  Likewise, a sports official needs different conditioning too.  How much does umpiring require?  If you are doing a 7 inning game or a 9 inning game, there are different requirements for us. Doing the plate or the bases requires a different conditioning too.  We only want 9 inning umpires here with NW Umpires.  This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t do 7 inning games.  It does mean you need to be able to go 9 innings in the heat.  Bring water with you so you don’t have to go to the dugouts.  Work scrimmages before the season starts.  Use the batting cage opportunities that our colleges give us starting in January.  If you umpire high school only, contact your local school where you live and ask them if they ever have live pitching with hitters or even without a batter.  There are plenty of opportunities to work on your timing on balls and strikes in the winter and early spring.  If you don’t officiate any other sport other than baseball, you will need to do some running.  I don’t mean just running but I do mean purposeful running for the type of condition you will have to do in your games.  Train in the off-season intelligently so when it comes to late July and August next summer, you still feel strong and fresh.  When I was younger I always was tired of baseball at the end of the summer because I had not prepared myself for that long of a season both as a player and as an umpire.  Now, as I have reached my last few years of officiating, I never seem to be tired at the end of the season because I have trained myself to go the distance.
“You must also have mental and moral CONDITION.  In fact, you can’t attain proper physical condition unless it is preceded by mental and moral CONDITION.  How does one attain moral CONDITION?  Long lists of rules are the usual prescription, but I’ve stressed a common sense method for decades:  Practice moderation and balance in all that you do.  This advice, easy to remember, is also very effective.”  Your mental condition is being able to teach yourself to focus an entire game and for every pitch or play in the game.  When I was a younger umpire, I did not quite understand this idea.  I do now.  This means that in between pitches, I need to stay alert to things that could happen but I still have to physically relax between pitches.  So, now I have developed a routine on the bases and the plate.  After the pitch has been seen, I use good timing and call it.  As the ball is being returned to the pitcher, I step back and watch the pitcher, the batter and listen to the things around me and from the dugouts (not looking at them but just listening) to see the tone of what is going on around me (awareness is what I call it).  This is where I physically relax my leg muscles.  On the bases, once the pitch is on its way back to the pitcher, I am standing up and also stepping back.  Once he steps on the rubber again as a plate umpire, I step in to where I want my feet but wait until he takes his sign before I come set.  On the bases, once he steps on the rubber and looks in for a sign, I go to my hands-on-knees set.  I do this to distinguish when a balk might be called.  Off the rubber, there are only 2 ways he can balk (simulating a pitch and/or having a hidden ball trick).  On the rubber, there are a myriad of ways he might balk and once I am set, I am now ready for them or any possible pickoff play at any base and also for the pitcher pitching the ball.
“Some observers believed my players were simply in better physical CONDITION than the competition.  They may have been, but they also had good mental and emotional strength.”  Here is where your partners, the players and coaches should be able to say that this umpire really worked hard today.  He looked like he was into the game and was focused the entire time.  You should know this even before your partner or your teams do.  Also, you should be able to recognize when you are not in this focus or zone mode.  And, because you are able to recognize it, you should have a plan for recovering to a focus mode.  There are some games when you will catch yourself having your mind wander.  What can you do when this occurs?  Or, you may have had a crucial call that ended up with a lot of discussion with a manager or a coach.  This may have led to an ejection.  The top umpires have a way to get re-focused when things go wrong on the field.  How can you get re-focused?  Try to go back to something familiar and say to yourself, “Go back to the fundamentals!”  If it is a plate situation, say to yourself, “On the rubber, get set, track it and call it!”  Or as one of my more practical colleagues says, “See it, Decide it, Call it!”  On the bases, say to yourself, “Go back to the fundamentals!”  If it is a play at 1st base on a ground ball, say, “Step up, turn and face the ball, begin to move to where the throw is going, judge a true throw, get set, call it!”
“You must identify your conditioning requirements and then attain them.  Without proper conditioning in all areas, you will fall short of your potential.”  So, how conditioned do you need to be for umpiring baseball?  I believe you need to be in excellent condition but it isn’t your body but your eyes have to be trained properly too.  I suggest using some tracking drills that I use in the off-season.  One is just simply extending one hand in front of you and move in your path of vision toward you, away from you, up and down and side to side for 10 days straight and at least 3 times per day.  How long should you do this?  I suggest 1 minute at a time until it becomes second nature to you to track the moving finger.  If you want to relate it more toward baseball, put a baseball in your hand.  Another excellent method is to juggle 2 or 3 balls at a time.  However, this is not exactly what we do in a real game but it will allow you to not only work on focus but on the periphery around your main focus.  It is a fun skill to develop also.
“Of course, all of this comes down to decisions we make individually about how we live our lives.  To help remind those under our supervision that ultimately they – not their coach – were responsible for attaining and maintaining their CONDITION, I posed this little maxim on our bulletin board:


There is a choice you have to make, in everything.”
I pose these questions to all of the NW Umpires:  Are you in shape to umpire?  Have you had a physical recently?  Are you eating healthy?  Is your weight affecting your ability to move and umpire?  Do you have a plan to get yourself into the right size pants?  As coach John Wooden says above, this is a personal decision to do what it takes to reach a healthy body.  Take pride in how you umpire but to be the best umpire you can be, you also need to be in good CONDITION physically, mentally and morally.
