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Dan Purner has a saying, “The dirt is
for the players and the grass is for the
fans.” Regular folks who walk into TD
Bank Ballpark expect a glorious green
carpet. But the Somerset team needs the
infield to be just as even and smooth.

As the head groundskeeper since
2011, Purner must cater to both every
day.

Owned by Somerset County and run
by the Patriots, the 6,100-seat ballpark is
Purner’s office. He is the only full-time
groundskeeper, with a five- or six-man
crew helping him out during the Atlantic
League season.

Purner checks on the ballpark almost
daily from March until December,
whether the Patriots are at home or on
the road. During the season, he walks the
field daily, cutting the grass to 11⁄8 inches,
“water what needs to be watered” and
watching for signs of fungus or insects.

“If you skip, it feels like it starts to get
messy,” said Purner, 33, who grew up in
Rockaway but now lives in Raritan Bor-
ough.

“We can maybe let it go two days.
Skipping a day or two is like skipping a
week on a real lawn. If we don’t cut it ev-
ery day of a game, the players will no-
tice.”

Player comfort is priority for Purner

See PURNER, Page 2B

Somerset groundskeeper focuses on
making field safe before its appearance 
JANE HAVSY
@DAILYRECORDSPTS
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Dan Purner, head groundskeeper for the Somerset Patriots, prepares the field for the 2017
Atlantic League All-Star Game on July 12.

PISCATAWAY - It is not uncommon
in a group interview setting for an ath-
lete or coach to briefly hijack someone
else’s media interview, usually for co-
medic purposes.

But Jerry Kill wasn’t trying out his
improv skills when he briefly inter-
rupted a chat with senior tailback Gus
Edwards during Rutgers Media Day.
The veteran offensive coordinator and
former college head coach had a seri-
ous message.

“Great human being, great person,”
Kill said, pointing to Edwards and look-
ing into the eyes of Edwards’ inter-
viewer. “Great player but an even bet-
ter human being.”

Edwards only could smile at the un-
solicited testimonial, one of several he
has gotten since arriving at Rutgers as
a graduate transfer from the Univer-
sity of Miami. In his short time on the
banks, Edwards, who graduated from
Miami in the spring, has earned the
confidence and respect of the coaching
staff.

“The most impressive thing about
Gus Edwards is his maturity,” running
backs coach Lester Erb said. “He’s not
a young guy walking in here. He’s been
through the wars. The guy is a true pro-
fessional (and shows it) just by the way
he attacks every single day.

“He does a great job preparing,” Erb
added. “He does a great job of busting
his tail out on the field. There’s never
any issues. This is a guy that rarely has
any mental errors on the field.”

Coach Chris Ash has made his feel-
ings about Edwards known several
times during training camp.

“He’s a real serious dude,” Ash said
during his Media Day session with re-
porters. “Loves the game of football
(and) works really hard every single
day. There’s not one day where you
have to say, ‘Gus, let’s get going.’ He
shows up to work every single day, and
it’s made that room better and it’s made
our offense better.”

Edwards, who earned a degree in
liberal arts at Miami, saw sporadic ac-
tion there, rushing for 977 yards in 

Edwards
earning
praise at
Rutgers 
Ex-Miami tailback arrives
as a graduate transfer 

J.P. PELZMAN
@JPPELZMAN

RUTGERS FOOTBALL

TANYA BREEN

Tailback Gus Edwards speaks to reporters at
High Point Solutions Stadium during
Rutgers Media Day on Sunday in
Piscataway, N.J. 

See EDWARDS, Page 2B

SOUTH WILLIAMSPORT, Pa – The sound of repeated collisions be-
tween baseballs and aluminum bats reverberated thought the batting
cages down the hill from Lamade Stadium late Wednesday morning as the
Holbrook Little League team went through its final preparations for
Thursday’s opening game at the Little League World Series.

And it’s the particular noise created by the top of the Holbrook lineup
that has served as a catalyst for the team all summer.

From the leadoff hitter down to No. 6 in the lineup, there’s no break for
an opposing pitcher. And when one of them gets a hit, particularly one that clears the
fence, it ignites the entire dugout.

Take the Mid-Atlantic Region championship game, when the Maryland pitcher retired
Garrett Drew and Tai Mann to start the game.

Top of the order
provides catalyst

for Holbrook
First 6 hitters offer no breaks for opposing pitchers 

STEPHEN EDELSON 
COMMENTARY

Today

Holbrook
(Mid-Atlantic) vs.
Fairfield
American (New
England), 3 p.m.,
ESPN

See EDELSON, Page 2B
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Holbrook's R.J. Vashey takes part in Wednesday morning’s practice at the Little League World Series complex in South Williamsport, Pa.



“Maryland is going crazy,’’ Holbrook
manager Rob Grano said. “They’ve got
a kid throwing 72 (mph), and if he gets
(Chris) Cartnick to strike out or pop up,
I don’t know how that plays out the next
inning.’’

But Catnick deposited a hanging cu-
revball over the fence, and an inning lat-
er Holbrook exploded for six runs,
building a lead it would never relin-
quish.

“After the first two outs everyone

was a little down thinking maybe we
couldn’t do this,’’ said Drew, the leadoff
hitter. 

“Then Chris hits a home run and ev-
eryone was like, ‘we are going to be able
to do this.’”

In the second inning, Drew doubled
before Mann stepped to the plate and
ripped a two-run homer to make it 7-0.

After Cartnick comes slugging first
baseman R.J. Vashey, followed by
catcher J.R. Osmond and second base-
man Charlie Meglio.

“If they want to pitch around Cart-
nick, we tell him ‘take your walks,’”
Grano said. “You can’t pitch around all
six. There’s Charlie Meglio. He
slumped a little bit, but now he has his

swing back. He got two or three hits in
the championship game, he got a couple
before that.’’

In Ethan Righter, Fairfield, Connect-
icut’s ace, Holbrook likely will have its
toughest test yet. Righter is 8-0 in 12
starts, with a 1.93 ERA, having struck
out 74 in 37.1 innings.

If the top of the batting order can get
the rest of the team energized, it could
be the key in Holbrook’s quest to extend
its winning streak to 16 games.

“Once one person gets hitting, it’s
contagious, and it just keeps going and
going and going,’’ Vashey said.

Stephen Edelson: sedelson@
gannettnj.com

Edelson
Continued from Page 1B
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Sports Watch
A LOOK AT THE NEXT THREE GAMES FOR LOCAL TEAMS

BASEBALL

1 p.m., ESPN: Little League World Series,

Latin America vs. Mexico, at Williamsport, Pa.

3 p.m., ESPN: Little League World Series,

Mid-Atlantic vs. New England, at Williams-

port, Pa.

5 p.m., ESPN: Little League World Series,

Canada vs. Europe-Africa, at Williamsport, Pa.

7 p.m., ESPN2: Little League World Series,

Southwest vs. Great Lakes, at Williamsport, Pa.

GOLF

6:30 a.m., GOLF: European PGA Tour, Saltire

Energy Paul Lawrie Match Play, round of 64,

at Bad Griesbach, Germany

10 a.m., GOLF: European PGA Tour, Saltire

Energy Paul Lawrie Match Play, round of 64,

at Bad Griesbach, Germany

2 p.m., GOLF: PGA Tour, Wyndham Champi-

onship, first round, at Greensboro, N.C.

6 p.m., FS1: USGA, U.S. Amateur Champi-

onship, rounds of 32 & 16, at Pacific Palisades,

Calif.

4 a.m. (Fri.), GOLF: PGA Tour of Australasia &

European PGA Tour, Fiji International, second

round, at Natadola, Fiji (same-day tape)

HORSE RACING

4 p.m., FS2: Saratoga Live, Union Avenue

Stakes, at Saratoga Springs, N.Y.

MAJOR LEAGUE BASEBALL

2 p.m., MLB: Arizona at Houston 

5 p.m., MLB: Atlanta at Colorado (joined in

progress)

7 p.m., WPIX: N.Y. Yankees at N.Y. Mets 

NATIONAL FOOTBALL LEAGUE

7 p.m., NBC: Preseason, Buffalo at Eagles

8 p.m., ESPN: Preseason, Tampa Bay at Jack-

sonville

TENNIS

1 p.m., ESPN2: ATP World Tour & U.S. Open

Series, Western & Southern Open, men’s

round of 16, at Cincinnati

9 p.m., ESPN2: ATP World Tour & U.S. Open

Series, Western & Southern Open, men’s

round of 16, at Cincinnati

11 p.m., ESPN2: WTA Tour & U.S. Open Series,

Western & Southern Open, women’s round of

16, at Cincinnati (same-day tape)

On the air

And they won’t hesitate to let Pur-
ner know if something’s amiss.

Infielder Scott Kelly, a West Wind-
sor North alumnus in his fourth season
at Somerset, checks the same things in
every ballpark. First, is the grass
thick? Thin? Short or long? Is it a hard
surface? Kelly will sometimes roll a
ball down the foul line to see if the field
is level. Next, is the dirt wet or dry? On
a dry field, the ball tends to go faster
and takes higher hops. Wet dirt can
make the players’ footing more diffi-
cult.

Purner’s first priority is player
safety, making sure there’s no soft
spots or unexpected hops. He also
strives for consistent playability, so
“the pitchers feel comfortable, the bat-
ters feel comfortable, and they’re able
to perform.” Only then, does Purner
consider “the aesthetic portion of it,
making sure it looks good” for the fans.
He admits that’s the opposite of how
most people think when they arrive for

a game.
Purner’s biggest challenge is weath-

er, the summer combination of heat and
humidity – and the seemingly every-
present possibility of a rain delay. His
crew also works long hours “behind the
scenes and under the radar,” particular-
ly during Somerset homestands.

“You don’t see the work being put in
before a game, or even after a game,”
Kelly said. “A guy like Dan, he’s the first
one in the ballpark and legitimately the
last to leave. You show up at 12 o’clock
for a 7 o’clock game, Dan’s already out
there. … I’ve gotten to experience the
dirt from all angles on the field. I know
every piece of dirt is great on every side
of the field.”

Purner’s path to the Patriots began in
Rockaway Little League, when a coach
asked him to cut an elderly neighbor’s
lawn. By the time Purner was at Morris
Hills, he had his own small business – in
addition to being the varsity goalkeeper
– and worked part-time on a farm in the
summer. He continued to play soccer at
County College of Morris, where he
studied landscaping, then went to Rut-
gers to major in turf science.

Though Purner had hoped to continue
to play soccer at a four-year school,

CCM athletic director Jack Sullivan
convinced him, “If you focus on your
education now, you’ll be able to have a
longer career. … Looking back, it kind of
made sense, but I didn’t think it would
lead to being around a professional base-
ball field.”

Opened in June 1999, TD Bank Ball-
park was named Ballpark Digest’s best
independent minor-league ballpark in
2015 and 2016. The Patriots hosted the
Atlantic League All-Star Game last
month, giving fans from across the
country a taste of Purner’s Jersey hospi-
tality.

Though he watches Major League
Baseball, Purner isn’t as anxious as the
players for a taste of the brighter lights
and bigger stadiums.

“Literally, the grass can sometimes
be greener on the other side, but I hope
this place looks as good as those,” he
said. “The players here, their paychecks
aren’t as great as the major leagues, and
there’s not that many fans. But I hope
they found this to be one of the best sur-
faces they can play on. Hopefully, we’re
producing that.”

Staff writer Jane Havsy: 973-428-
6682; jhavsy@gannettnj.com; www.dai-
lyrecord.com/writerjane/
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Dan Purner, head groundskeeper for the Somerset Patriots, talks to a colleague prior to the 2017 Atlantic League All-Star Game on July 12.

Purner
Continued from Page 1B

Player Team/
Hometown

Position Current team Affiliate Avg. G AB R H 2B 3B HR RBI BB SO SB

Tyler Benson Montville LF Tri-City Dust Devils San Diego (A) .269 27 78 9 21 4 0 0 9 17 22 8

John Kristoffersen Oak Ridge SS St. Paul Saints Independent .183 64 208 23 38 12 1 2 17 27 74 0

Mike Rampone Randolph 2B Utica Unicorns Independent .278 23 72 10 20 3 0 1 8 9 15 0

W L ERA G GS SV IP H R HR BB SO

El’hajj Muhammad CCM RHP Sussex County Miners Independent 2 1 2.57 32 0 2 35 27 12 18 25

Marcus Reyes Denville LHP Bluefield Blue Jays Toronto (R) 2 0 1.69 13 0 3 21.1 19 4 2 1 25

Gavin Wallace Madison RHP West Virginia Black Bears Pittsburgh (A) 1 2 2.75 10 8 0 39.1 33 17 0 3 24

Mike Wallace Madison RHP West Virginia Power Pittsburgh (A) 9 11 3.86 52 13 1 165.1 152 83 11 41 133

DOWN ON THE FARM

parts of three seasons and compiling a
5.2-yard average per carry. He missed
the 2015 season because of a foot injury
and decided to transfer after the 2016
campaign.

His first two choices were Syracuse
and Pittsburgh, but Miami blocked him
from transferring to those fellow At-
lantic Coast Conference universities
because the Hurricanes will be playing
both. So the Staten Island native set his
sights on the Scarlet Knights, and Rut-
gers has proven to be much more than
a consolation prize thus far. He obvi-
ously has earned the trust of the coach-
ing staff and has vaulted to the top of
the depth chart.

“I’m closer to home,” he said. “My
parents will get a chance to watch me
play. I’m familiar with the area. I’m fa-
miliar with the tradition here. It’s a

great opportunity to get back to the
Northeast. I definitely feel like I ended
up in the right place.”

He also knows where he wants to be a
year from now, someplace where he can
prepare for games played on Sundays,
rather than Saturdays.

“I just love having him here,” Ash
said of Edwards. “He’s a guy on a mis-
sion. He has one last year and obviously
would like to have a shot at the NFL, and
he knows he’s got to go out and have a
great year to do that.”

“It would be a great blessing to live
out my dreams,” Edwards admitted
when asked about the NFL. “It would be
a great thing to play in the NFL, but I’ve
got a whole season ahead of me.

“I want to continue to get that praise
(from Ash),” he added, “so I have to con-
tinue working and keep doing what he
wants me to do and keep getting better
so he doesn’t start changing his mind
about me.”

That seems unlikely. Here’s more
praise from Ash: “He’s a big back, 230
pounds, got great speed, he’s got great

balance. He’s also demonstrated really
good ball security. The ball has not been
on the ground with Gus.”

Kill has made it clear he will use mul-
tiple backs during the season to try to
prevent injuries from overuse. Edwards
understands that approach.

“There are a lot of older guys in the
room who want to get playing time,” he
said, referring to seniors Robert Martin
and Josh Hicks, “but at the same time we
have a brotherhood here, and we’re all
pulling for each other.

“We have a great bond,” he added.
“We’re rooting for each other out there
on the field.”

Of himself and Martin, the incum-
bent starter, Edwards said, “we both
have a lot of experience so we can learn
from each other. You have to share the
load.”

And it certainly seems Edwards will
be a load for opponents to deal with in
2017.

Staff Writer J.P. Pelzman: jpelz-
man@gannett.com

Edwards
Continued from Page 1B
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