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The boy played three little league seasons only because his dad sponsored the team.

Robert Stuart was just plain awful.

Whenever he stood in the batter’s box, he felt lucky just to foul off a pitch.

Then, one day in 1966: pure joy.  He hit a ball to right field-and hit it so hard he should have gotten a double.

“I was so surprised that I never got past first base,” Stuart said.

An even bigger surprise came moments later, the other team’s coach called time out, left the dugout, walked to first base and shook Stuart’s hand.

Way to go.  Well done.

Thirty-nine years later, Stuart still returns to that moment.  It gives extra meaning to umpiring youth games.

And he’ll probably think of it again now that he has reached youth sports’ biggest stage, the Little League World Series in Williamsport, PA.

No one can remember another Orlando resident umpiring a game in Williamsport.  Little League couldn’t find an Orlandoan on its umpiring rolls, either.

Stuart reached this point because a coach cared enough to stop a game and congratulate someone on another team.

To Stuart, that’s what Little League baseball should be about.

“Robert has never out grew his childhood and his childhood desire to be involved with kids ands Little League baseball,” said Frank Kirk, who has umpired with Stuart for years.

“It’s kind of like his passion,” said Stuart’s wife, Ann.

People who have watched him umpire describe him as an even-tempered guy who takes his craft seriously but also loves to have fun and play practical jokes.

Stuart, 51, has twice stopped games temporarily because he saw a beautiful rainbow and wanted to players to see it.
“All of a sudden,” remembered fellow umpire Greg Gentleman, “Robert says, ‘OK, we’re going to take a rainbow timeout!  Everybody look at the rainbow!”

Once during a game, he saw the space shuttle shoot upward on its way into space.

“Shuttle timeout!” he said.

Last month, Stuart and Gentleman brought matching Hawaiian shirts to a district championship game-one for each umpire to wear during the game and one for their friend, district administrator Terri O’Neal.

The Hawaiian shirts would take the pressure off of some of the players, but the umpires eventually abandoned the idea.

“We just looked at them and said, ‘No, you better put your serious stuff on,’” O’Neal said.  “We wouldn’t want people to think you’re playing around too much.”

Stuart makes his presence felt.

On the baseball diamond, there’s something about Stuart that commands respect.
At 6 feet 2, he dwarfs everyone else on a Little League field, and his height lends him an air of authority.  At 200 pounds, he’s also thin.  His black shoes are shiny.  His grey slacks aren’t wrinkled.

The way Stuart figures it: dressing well buys him two innings of goodwill from parents and coaches.

He has to earn the other four innings himself, and he often relies on his experiences.  He started umpiring in 1968, when he was 14 years old.

Three years later, Stuart called a balk on a pitcher, which angered the pitcher’s father.  The father walked onto the field, yelling and screaming, holding a baseball bat.

Stuart told the man he was in the best shape of his life.  It would be a big mistake to swing the bat.
Coaches eventually escorted the father off the field.

“How can it get worse than that?” Stuart said.

These days, he defuses uncomfortable situations with diplomacy or humor.

Earlier this month, when he umpired the state title game, Maitland’s Dante Bichette Jr. threw his bat into the air immediately after he hit a key two-run home run.

It was the third homer of the game, and players from the other team had showboated, too.

When the inning ended, Stuart visited Bichette’s father in the dugout.  Stuart held a pencil and his umpire’s score sheet-as if he was jotting down a lineup change-to deflect fans’ attention from the conversation.

“It could be interpreted as unsportsmanlike conduct for a batter to launch his bat 15 feet in the air,” Stuart told Bichette Sr.  “You wouldn’t want me to rule that as unsportsmanlike conduct, would you?”

“No, I wouldn’t,” Bichette Sr., said.

“Would you handle that please?” Stuart said.  “Thank you very much.”

Problem solved.

About 5 years ago, on a man in the stands constantly complained about Stuart’s balls-and-strikes calls.  Stuart had enough.  He left the diamond, sat on the bleachers and told the pitcher to throw the ball.

“No, you’ve got to be out there,” the man said.

“No, no,” Stuart said.  “You actually can see better from right here.  Did you know that?  I can call the whole game from right here.  You all go ahead.”

The man asked him to return to the field.

“Ok, then,” Stuart said.  “Be quiet.”

The fan stayed quiet.

Of course, all umpires make bad calls sooner or later.

Gentleman, who has umpired with Stuart for years, remembers one mistake, in particular, tore up Stuart.

“When we got together a couple days later to do another game, he said, ‘I feel terrible about it,’” Gentleman said.  “I could tell it was bothering him when he was coming back and talking about it three days later.”

But Stuart does keep those mistakes to a minimum.
“He does it right,” said Bob McKinney, an Orlando-area Little League district administrator and a former umpire.  “He makes good calls.  He has good form.  He dresses the part.  What more can you say?  He’s a good umpire.”

Community support is vital.

So, why does Robert Stuart continue to umpire?

He doesn’t receive a penny for the games, and it gets awfully hot when you wear long pants, a chest protector and a mask in Florida weather.

Stuart said he loves baseball and believes that Little League teaches sportsmanship and fair play.

But he also credits his parents, George and Vicki Stuart.

George Stuart Sr. started the George Stuart Inc. office-supply company in 1938, and he was active in the community.  He also co-founded College Park Little League in 1952 and helped found Florida Citrus Sports, the organization that runs Orlando’s college-football bowl games.  He also sponsored Little League teams throughout the city.

Vicki Stuart was the PTA president at Princeton Elementary, Lee Middle School and Edgewater High.

They taught their four sons and two daughters to give back to the community.

George Stuart Jr., the oldest of six children, served in the state Senate, ran for the U.S. House of Representatives and campaigned for governor.

Jacob Stuart, the second-oldest child, is president of the Orlando Regional Chamber of Commerce.

Robert Stuart, who has spent the past 10 years as executive director of the Christian Service Center for Central Florida, had filed to run for City Council next spring.
Invitation fulfills dreams.

You have to go through a lot of hoops to be invited to umpire the Little League World Series.

You need recommendations and you need to umpire at every base at a regional tournament.

You also have to be patient.  Little League umps can only appear in two World Sires at any age level over their entire careers.  Since he has umpired in the 1996 Little League Senior World Series in Kissimmee, Stuart decided to turn down all other invitations and hope for one to go to Williamsport.

When he finally received that invite, he nearly cried as he told his wife over the phone.

“He understands the purpose of Little League more than anybody I’ve ever met,” said one of Stuart’s two children, Robert Jr., 22.  “It’s good to see one of the guys who’s been doing it in this area the longest get to go.  He’s going to be great and he’s going to enjoy the heck out of it.”

He has received his assignments for the tournament’s first 16 games.

He began on Saturday, working first base for the 11a.m. game between Westbrook, Maine, and Lafayette, LA., then moved behind home plate for the 3 p.m. game between Owensboro, KY., and Vista, CA.

Since umpires are not permitted to work games involving teams from their home region, he can’t work any of Maitland’s games.

He and Ann arrived in Williamsport on Wednesday.

The night after receiving his invitations, Stuart felt so nervous and excited he could hardly sleep.

The 12-year-old boy who couldn’t hit a baseball has grown up.

