ANOTHER "CAROLINA" AIMING FOR OMAHA
by Bill Ballew, photos courtesy of Coastal Carolina Athletics
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ention the word “Carolina” around the college baseball
ranks and chances are the first teams that come to
mind for most fans will be the Tar Heels of North
Carolina and South Carolina’s Gamecocks. That’s understandable, for both programs possess impressive histories on the diamond with large alumni bases and strong support. The Tar Heels
have been to seven College World Series, including the last
three, and the Gamecocks have traveled to Omaha on eight
occasions, including a three-year run from 2002-04. What’s more,
both schools opened new ballparks in February, which should
solidify their places on the national stage for the foreseeable
future.
Yet for all the success achieved by those two major programs,
another “Carolina” baseball team is also making a name for itself.
The Coastal Carolina Chanticleers have emerged as one of the
nation’s premier mid-major programs over the past several seasons, highlighted by back-to-back 50-win seasons in 2007 and
2008 and a trip to the Super Regional in Cary, N.C., last May to
face the Tar Heels. While the Chants lost both games to North
Carolina at the USA Baseball National Training Center, the
accomplishment represented yet another stepping stone for a
program that has making its first-ever trip to Omaha its primary
goal this season.
“Position player wise, last year we were right there with North
Carolina in my mind,” said Coastal Carolina’s Gary Gilmore, who
is in his 14th season as the Chants’ head coach. “They had some
great guys, but we also had some great guys. The difference was
their pitching. For us to get to Omaha, we have to hit for power,
hit for average, have the short game, and we have to pitch. That’s
true for any mid-major, because you’re not going to be able to
slug your way to Omaha.”
The early returns this season have been encouraging. The
Chanticleers concluded the first full week of April with a 26-7
record that had the team nestled in the national rankings
throughout the spring. Coastal made a statement during the first
week of the slate by traveling to Chapel Hill on Feb. 24 and beating the top-ranked Tar Heels, 7-3, behind a two-run homer by
junior catcher Jose Iglesias. That contest marked the first time in
school history the Chants had defeated a team ranked number
one. Accomplishing the feat against the team that blocked their
path to the College World Series last year only made it that much
sweeter.
As impressive as such performances have been, the
Chanticleers are not about to start feeling a sense of satisfaction.
Gilmore and his players are determined to be one of the nation’s
elite programs. While the 2008 season may have represented the
school’s first appearance in a Super Regional, Coastal will not
rest on its laurels, which include 11 Big South Conference regular season titles and another nine league tournament championships.
“We never set our goals lower than 50 (wins); that’s our goal
every year,” said senior infielder Tyler Bortnick, who was named
the 2008 Big South Tournament MVP. “Last year we set the bar
by reaching the Supers and this year’s team is trying to move it
even higher. The seniors really want to leave their mark on this
program and Omaha is the ultimate goal.”
Success has been commonplace on the diamond in Conway,
S.C., since the mid-1970s. Gilmore was a part of that early
progress by playing center field for Coastal Carolina during the
1979 and 1980 seasons. The fleet-footed leadoff hitter, who batted .353 with 69 stolen bases in 90 games for the Chants, later
played in the minor leagues in the Philadelphia Phillies’ organization. After scouting for a few years, he spent six seasons as the
head coach at USC Aiken before returning home to Coastal for
the 1996 campaign. Since then he has led the Chanticleers to
three number one seeds in the NCAA Regionals (2005, 2007,
2008) and eight 40-plus win seasons.
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His teams in many ways have mirrored the way
Gilmore played the game. His father toiled in the
New York Yankees’ farm system and preached pitching and defense to Gary. Gilmore then took the field
during the Astroturf generation of the late 1970s and
early 1980s, which again was based on speed.
“I played for Coach (Larry) Carr here and we
were simply a team where the only focus was
offense,” Gilmore said. “My approach has been to try
and take the best of all of it. We focus on pitching,
defense and foot speed, and of course in this day
and age, offense is huge. We’ve put a lot of emphasis on baserunning, the short game, doing all of the
fundamental aspects of the game the right way in
order to win. I believe the steps we’ve taken with our
pitching depth over the past year have put us as
close as we’ve ever been to getting to Omaha.”
Despite the team’s success under Gilmore, the
process has been anything but easy. Having experienced it, Gilmore knew about the laid-back atmosphere that had surrounded the Chanticleer program.
With the campus located less than 10 miles from
Myrtle Beach, many players had attended Coastal
Carolina with the goal of having their fair share of
fun in the sun. By the early 1990s, baseball was not
always the focus for the school’s student-athletes,
which was a culture Gilmore was determined to
alter.
“I had people tell me that I couldn’t win at the
beach, that there was too much going on,” Gilmore
said. “I tell you what, I tip my cap to our players. The
last several years, since we’ve been winning with
some consistency, about the only sand they see is in
an hourglass. They don’t spend time at the beach.
They’re always in the batting cage or on the field.
That has been huge, too, turning that mentality
around, because that wasn’t the case when I came here and
tried to resurrect things. That piece to the puzzle had kind of
slipped away. When I played here, we’d go to the beach
some, but on Saturday and Sunday, we’d be out at the field
hitting for four or five hours.
“With this group, they love being at the park. I don’t have
any issues with them. They’re always out on the field several
hours before we play a game. They really buy in to what it
takes to be a great player. And as long as they continue to
do that, I believe we’re going to continue to have our share
of success.”
The Chants approach the game with a decidedly blue-collar mentality, with few teams in the country playing as hard
as Coastal Carolina. The team’s defense typically ranks
among the best in the nation, while their aggressiveness on
the basepaths is a defining characteristic. It’s a mindset that
Gilmore preaches from the beginning of the school year until
the end; those unwilling to get their uniform dirty need not
apply.
“We don’t really care about (the attention),” Bortnick said.
“This program is on the rise. Coach Gilmore teaches a bluecollar attitude. He stresses not showing up anybody; just do
your job and play as hard as you can. That’s all you can do.
As a result, I feel like we have a really good bond and great
chemistry going right now. Things are really clicking. We
have a couple of new pitchers this year and some really
good depth on the team. You put those two things together
and chances are you’re going to have a good team.”
Helping matters is a coaching staff that is as committed to
Coastal’s success as Gilmore. Both associate head coach
Kevin Schnall, who serves as the team’s recruiting coordinator, and assistant coach Brendan Dougherty played for
Gilmore as members of the Chanticleers. Schnall is currently
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in his ninth season as a coach for the team; Dougherty is in his fourth campaign.
“I think the key lately has been the consistency of the players and the
coaching staff,” Gilmore said. “The fact that Brendan and Kevin played for
me is huge. Kevin had the chance to go play a couple of years of pro ball
and Brendan was with two or three other programs. They came back and
shared what they learned and that’s made us better. Another big part is the
continuity of our recruiting. They know me, the kind of players I like, and
they know the kind of guys who are going to have success here. The guys
who come here are recruited by good schools, but they’re not at the top of
everybody’s list. We’ve also brought in some fantastic athletes and made
baseball players out of them. We have a very basic, blue-collar work ethic
and the ones that are great athletes who buy into it become great players.
It’s not rocket science by any means, and if I could bottle it and sell it I
would. But it’s worked for us.”
In many ways, the formula is working as well in 2009 as it ever has.
Bortnick is a classic example, recording a 12-game hitting streak and going
9-for-14 with eight runs scored and four RBIs over a six-game stretch in
March. Another senior, first baseman David Anderson, paced the Chants in
the Triple Crown categories with a .365 norm, 11 homers and 37 RBIs
through early April and had moved past Kirt Manwaring for third on the
school career home run list with 39. From a small ball standpoint, sophomore outfielders Scott Woodward and Rico Noel created havoc with 21 and
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17 stolen bases, respectively.
Junior Chance Gilmore, the
coach’s son, and freshman Dan
Bowman had not committed an
error during the first half of the
season, while two other first-year
players, freshman shortstop Taylor
Motter and second baseman
Tommy Winegardner, as well as
Iglesias, the junior catcher, have
been steady in all phases of the
game.
As good as the everyday lineup
has been, the pitching has been
even better. Through 33 outings,
the Chanticleer hurlers had a combined 3.33 ERA and limited opponents to a .231 batting average.
Anthony Meo, a right-handed
freshman from Cranson, R.I., split
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his first nine outings between
the rotation and bullpen and
owned a 4-0 record with a
1.93 ERA. Bobby Gagg and
Austin Fleet were consistent,
while junior righty Nick
McCully had solidified the
relief corps with eight saves
and a 2-0 record in his first 16
appearances.
Perhaps the most impressive showing came from lefthander Cody Wheeler. After
winning all six of his decisions
last year as a freshman, the
Spotsylvania, Va., product had
equaled that mark through his
first seven starts, including a
2.38 ERA. Wheeler also threw
the first no-hitter in the
Gilmore era with a 4-0 victory
over Hawaii on March 26. The
sophomore fanned 10 batters
and received stellar defensive
plays from Noel, Motter and
Woodward to record the first
no-no on the islands since
1982. He then extended his
no-hit string to 17.1 innings by
holding Gardner-Webb hitless
in his next start through the
first six frames on April 3
while improving to 6-0.
“I think the depth and versatility of our pitching staff is
our strength,” Gilmore said.
“I’ve coached 24 years and
never had this many pieces to
tinker with. That’s the fun part
at this point, knowing that we
have so many different pieces
to the puzzle and realizing
they all can contribute. As a
team, we still haven’t come
close to hitting our peak, and
that’s something we didn’t do
last year either until we were
about halfway through the
season. Hopefully if we keep working hard and staying
with the plan, we’ll be okay, particularly offensively,
before it’s all over.”
Ironically, the Chants’ lone stumble during the first
two months of the season centered on the other three
games—all losses—they played in Hawaii on March
26-28. The team overcame any jetlag by winning their
first seven games back on the mainland, which had
Coastal hitting on all cylinders heading into the bulk of
conference play. Time will tell just how far they might
fly before the final pitch of the 2009 college baseball
season is thrown, but more than a few observers
would not be surprised if the Chanticleers played a
role in the national championship picture.
“Once I stepped on campus, I knew with the
atmosphere, the coaches and the players surrounding
the program that we had the chance to get to Omaha
during my four-year stay,” Bortnick said. “I still believe
that to be the case, and so far it’s been one heck of a
ride.”

COASTAL CAROLINA’S SCHNALL DISCUSSES RECRUITING
Kevin Schnall, Coastal’s associate head coach, has been searching
tirelessly for the next members of the Chanticleers for the past eight
years. Unlike most mid-major programs, Coastal recruits throughout the
country, which mirrors the overall student population consisting of 48
percent out-of-state residents. The results have been impressive from a
wins and losses standpoint and Schnall has every intention of maintaining the level of success the Chants have achieved in recent seasons.
BBTM: Is there a certain kind of player you look for when recruiting?
Schnall: Every year is different based on our needs. But ultimately we’re
looking for guys who play the game with a passion and play the game
hard. We look for guys who we feel will be able to come into our system
and succeed. I think our staff, starting with our head coach, demands a
lot out of our players. For that reason, we go after kids that are first and
foremost very coachable and secondly really love to play. In our program they’re going to get a lot of reps and we demand a lot out of
them, so they have to be tough-minded kids.
BBTM: What advice do you give high school players who may want to
play at Coastal?
Schnall: Position player wise, ultimately we’re looking for foot speed and
athleticism. We feel we have a system in which those kinds of players
can get better quicker. Foot speed shows up every single day. If I was
going to give a kid advice, it would be to have no excuses. Outwork
people every day. Don’t allow yourself to point the finger at somebody
else.
BBTM: Do you have to downplay the beach when presenting the program to recruits?
Schnall: We’re not selling the beach. The beach is a selling point to the
parents, because when they come to watch us play for an extended
weekend, they have a little something extra to do other than to just
watch baseball. If our guys are going to the beach, they’re not playing
much. What I’m selling is Coastal Carolina University and that’s very
easy. It’s a very special place. I had the opportunity to play here and
I’m now in my ninth season as an assistant coach. It’s a place I have a
lot of passion for. We’ve won a lot of games over the last eight years
and the wins and losses don’t lie.
BBTM: Your roster reveals just how far you cast your net when recruiting.
Schnall: We have 17 different states represented on our roster. In our
state, it’s very aggressive with Clemson and South Carolina, two of the
best programs in the country. A lot of the kids in our state are raised
either Tigers or Gamecocks. We’ve made a point that we are not settling for the second-best guy in-state. If that means we have to be on
the road a little bit longer, we’re going to do that. We’re recruiting coast
to coast because we want the best student-athletes in the country. We
will not settle for anything less.
BBTM: What do you look for in student-athletes aside from their baseball
abilities?
Schnall: The bottom line is we want players who are going to graduate.
Four or five years down the road when you have to hang up your
cleats, that diploma is something you’ll be able to hang on your wall for
the rest of your life. In my case, the day I got drafted into pro ball in
1999 was a great day. It was an exciting day to be drafted in the 25th
round as a senior. The feeling was remarkable. But the truth is, two years
later when I walked out of my last class, it was the best feeling. Having
a degree that you’ve earned is something that will help you for the rest
of your life. So we want kids who are very serious not only on the field,
but also in the classroom.
BBTM: You also seem to have a lot of players who have spent their
entire four-year college career at Coastal, which is not always the case
with many successful programs.
Schnall: When a player commits to Coastal Carolina, we’re just as committed to them. The new rules are forcing schools to be a little more certain on their decisions in terms of recruiting. That’s something that really
hasn’t affected us because we’ve never had a meat market atmosphere. We’re committed to every player we bring in, and we’re able to
do that by limiting our mistakes in recruiting and going after exactly the
type of people and players that we feel will be solid fits in our program.
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