Baltimore Nationals 8/17/10 (Part II)
Chapter I: The Rookie Mistake

It was like a whirlwind! 600 plus booths and more sports cards than you can shake a stick at! When I walked into the Baltimore convention center I almost soiled my pants at the shear volume of stuff. I have to say that although I have collected cards since 1989, nothing has prepared me for a show like this. 

As I navigated the showroom floor, I had this incredible urge to see it all. That my friend was the rookie mistake. I felt that every table was a potential deal, and that I had to mentally position myself for some sort of battle. Because of this, my first day at the convention was a waste. I left feeling unsatisfied, and I really can’t remember anything about what I saw.

What I do have as a memory is the time spent helping my good bud Kevin set his stuff up, and blowing out cards. He must have sold 200 memorabilia or auto cards in the first day, and it only got better for him from there. In addition, because I was his help, I was able to get a dealer pass for admission every day of the show. This was cool, because I was able to enter the showroom one hour before the Super VIP’s/VIP’s, and two hours before the general admission. Pictured below is a scan of my lanyard/dealer pass. 

Chapter II: Redemption

Before I went to bed on the night of my first day, I made a promise to my self that I would try to do three things the next day. Item #1 was to slow down. I really needed to convince myself that I would not be able to see everything. Item #2 was to locate and identify the corporate booth locations. I was especially interested in the Topps booth. In case no one knows, Topps was giving away a Stephen Strasburg Heritage RC #ed to 999 as their wrapper redemption. Item #3 was to buy or trade for at least one card that I would keep in my personal collection (PC). I was really hoping to find one of the 08 09 OPC Premier Duos Autos that I needed for my set, and I figured that this show was a good place.

So, day two began with me attacking my second task, and that was to find the corporate booths. Upper Deck and Panini had huge signs. So, locating them was cake, but Topps on the other hand was a little more challenging. They did not raise their sign right away, so I wasn’t able to identify them as easily.

UD had a strong display of cards. They had three tables set up. Each table was separated with tall showcase displays. The cards UD had in their showcases included an amazing selection of hockey cards from 09/10 The Cup Hockey. UD, also had some cool Museum Collection pieces, including the #ed 1/1 T-Rex tooth from 08/09 Champs Hockey. I was informed by one of the UD employees that the T-Rex tooth is still an active redemption, meaning people need to start ripping some wax, because you could be the lucky “winner”. How cool would it be to own that fossil? I could just see my self saying “Hey Bra, do you want to see my dinosaur tooth?”, and then whipping out the “block” like card with a T-Rex fang in it.
UD also had a sweet display of their “bug” and equestrian cards. I thought that maybe their wrapper redemption might include some of these cards, but unfortunately they were just for show. Despite this, I did end up buying some UD for their wrapper redemption. However, I wasn’t lucky enough to pull any autos. 
Over all I would give Upper Deck an “A” for their display and a “C-” for their wrapper redemption. The cards kind of sucked, and they were all the same throughout the day. I received three packs and got the same four cards out of each one. Booooooooo! The only way to get different players was to open their stuff on different days. The only cool thing I saw pulled out of the wrapper redemption packs was by a little kid. This kid nailed a Michael Jordan auto from his first pack and a Lebron James auto out of his third pack. I think it is really cool that a kid had some strong packs. But, I can’t shake the feeling that he had some help from the folks at the UD counter. Especially, since there was some “chowder head” media clown taking pictures of the whole three pack break.
The Second corporate booth that I visited was Panini. They had a chaotic booth, but it wasn’t unorganized. It was like being in Las Vegas. People crowded around tables, lots of yelling and high fives, the occasional boo, chicks, and beers!? That is right my friends, beers! I thought I had died and gone to heaven. I saw at least four dudes holding cold ones while waiting in line to bust cards. I found out later that you could buy beers at the snack bar, so Panini didn’t provide alcohol, but it makes for a cool story.

 The Panini booth had five or six tables for their wrapper redemption. Of these tables a few had showcases filled with cards. There was some cool stuff, but nothing that blew my mind like the UD booth. What set Panini apart from the rest of there competition, was their wrapper redemption packs. Each pack contained two 2010 Donruss Elite limited cards, numbered XXX/499. These packs contained random autos, inserts, and parallels. In addition, the packs contained cards that represented the four major sports (baseball, football, basketball, and hockey). And, to make thing better, some of the base cards were rookie cards of certain players. I ended up participating in the wrapper redemption and received three packs. I again, struck out, but the cards blew the doors off of UD’s junk. I thought that these Donruss Elite cards were so cool, that I ended up buying another bloke’s collection. I didn’t end up having enough for the set, but I had a good chunk of RC’s and stars. I was happy with my purchase, because these cards are cool, and the price was way below right.
Panini showed hobby strength with their booth. I give them a “B” for their display and an “A” for their wrapper redemption. One thing that really helped solidify their dominance was they ran their redemption pretty much from “doors open” to “doors close”. I hung around their operation a few times, and I don’t ever remember them running out of packs or posting wrapper redemption “times”. Panini showed up ready to do business and they killed the whole time. The other booths all had redemption times and limited packs. Once their packs were gone, so was the fun.  With that, the people left, and the booths looked like ghost towns. 
At 11:30 that second day, I decided to try the Topps redemption. I had spent a little bit of time earlier, checking out the scene at Topps. I was somewhat concerned.  Topps’ booth was difficult to find, and I new the Strasburg cards were the hot ticket of the show. Also, I had a conversation earlier that day with another dealer. He said that the prior days wrapper redemption started at 12 o’clock, not the advertised one o’clock time. He also said that it was an ugly display of humanity. He described the start as a mad dash that left a few kids smashed on the walls and floors of the convention center. He was animated and graphic with his story, and closed it with people cussing and fighting because they only handed out 220 of the cards. So, not everyone who lined up received the Strasburg.
Not fully aware of what I was stepping into, I worked my way to the Topps booth, and asked when and where the line was going to form. One of the Topps gumbas mumbled something about noon, and pointed to a row of those bank teller lane dividers. I said thanks and walked over to the area. When I got there, I found a few people waiting for the start of the “Strasburg Program”. I struck up casual conversation about Baltimore’s humidity problem, but I was cut short by a woman wearing a rent-a-cop security outfit. She started blasting away at me and the few people that had gathered to form a line. This woman was on a berserker style power trip, and started in on how “You guys can’t line up here until 12 o’clock! Blah, blah, blah! I’m OTR (on the rag)! Blah, blah, blah!” Then, she does the unimaginable. The woman boots me along with about twelve other people out of the line, and out of the area. 

Determined not to let this man hater ruin my dream of owning the Strasburg rookie, I cleverly camouflage myself as a show patron looking for cards in the surrounding booths. I was close enough not to miss my opportunity to get in line, but far enough away that it wasn’t obvious to what I was doing. Within five minutes of getting the line boot, a wave of people rushed the line spot and formed the new permanent line. I quickly charged the wall closest to me anticipating the line merging with my spot on the wall. My hunch was correct. The line reached me and then continued behind me. I was worried that I might be to far away. After 40 minutes of waiting I soon had my answer. Once again, Topps was only giving away 220 cards. Because of the previous day’s chaos, they rethought their system, and decided to give tickets out to the first 220 people. That way only the people who had tickets could get the Strasburg. I received one of the last tickets. So, I knew I was good.
I waited and waited for almost another 40 minutes, but eventually my quest ended at the Topps booth. From this point on, what little bit of respect I had for Topps was lost. The line of 220 people took forever, and it was because Topps had only one booth for their wrapper redemption. Also, all 220 people had to go through two retards from Topps, and open their ten packs in front of them. The guys at the Topps booth tried to hurry things along, but they had no brains, so all they did was piss people off. When I walked up with my packs, I set them down, and the Topps guy closest to me grabbed my packs and started to open. This threw me for a loop, because I didn’t know this fool, and he was ripping my packs. He quickly opened six of my ten packs and handed me my Strasburg. I walked away looking back at the Topps booth thinking “Weak sauce!” The Topps booth had no cards to look at. They had no redemption packs, just the Strasy RC. Their set-up was pretty much taped up, and covered about as much space as my buddy Kevin’s booth did. The Strasburg card wasn’t actually part of the Heritage set. It is card #NC1, so it isn’t really a rookie card. Furthermore, I didn’t get to open my packs, and I got chewed out by a woman who looked like Pete Rose for trying to stand in line. 
I give Topps a hesitant “D” for their display and a “C-“ for their wrapper redemption. If I was grading on show experience, execution, or quality of organization, Topps would not pass.

The only cool thing about the Topps card is that some people were able to sell them raw for $60 to $100.  Knowing this, I stood there and looked at my prize carefully. I noticed that the card’s condition was good. So, I decided to make the best of it, and took it to the BGS booth to be graded. It came back a 9.5. Shamon!
The second to last corporate booth that I visited was the SportKings booth. I didn’t know much about what SK had to offer so I checked out their booth and read their info sheet on their wrapper redemption. From what I saw and what I read, their re-demp program sucked balls. In addition their booth was like a clown show. Everything was so bad, that I have a hard time knowing where to begin… Their booth is best described by saying “Amateur Hour”. I say this because the SK booth was a total cluster f@#%.  They had stuff stacked up every place possible, and none of the stuff was cool. Actually, I don’t even know what the stuff was. It was just a bunch of brown boxes sitting around in piles. It was like looking at a UPS store before the truck picks all the packages up. In addition, there were papers scattered all over. Some of the papers were crumpled, some were blank, while some were knocked down SK signs. It was very unsettling, because they didn’t care enough to even watch after their signs. Further more, SK didn’t bring any cards to show customers. All they had was a few tapestries that depicted pictures of what you could possibly pull from their redemption give away.
SportKings’ redemption give away was crazy. And, when I say crazy I mean “Uncle Steve” crazy. In order to qualify for their redemption program, SK wanted you to bust three of their 2010 packs at $85 a pack. This wrapper redemption was crap. It was going to cost $255, and all you would receive in turn was one special memorabilia card or auto. No matter how curious I was about this mystery memorabilia card, I didn’t have any interest in their 2010 product, so I opted out of their offer. However, I was interested in their Rink Side Boxing cards. Although their boxing cards didn’t qualify for any wrapper redemption, I thought I would buy a box of their KO edition just to see what it was about.
After I purchased the box, I was informed that SK did actually have a pseudo wrapper redemption for the Rink Side product. If you opened a KO edition box at their booth, SK would give you two tickets that allowed you to enter for a drawing, with the prize being “?”. Super lame, and right on track with amateur hour! The boxing box was $180! I spent $15 at Topps and they gave me an $80 Strasburg. Come on Dr. Price, two raffle tickets?! 

The one bright moment I did have at the SK booth was when I opened my box. I pulled a sweet Joe Frazier auto that slightly distracted me from the weak booth operation SK ran. 
I give SportKings an “F-” for their display, and I wish that I could give a grade lower than an “F-” for their wrapper redemption. 

FYI, I didn’t win the drawing… big surprise.
Press Pass was the last corporate booth I visited. Their display was small, and was heavily decorated with Nascar. To start out it was clean, so I liked it right away. As I circled the booth, I noticed that Press Pass had set up one showcase. Naturally I looked in the case, and in one word… UNBELIEVABLE! Who knew that racing cards could be so cool! I don’t buy Nascar, but man, they had cards that had me wanting wax, so I could get some wrapper redemption packs! Unfortunately, the cards in the display were temporary “Library” cards, but it was refreshing to know that Press Pass would eventually pack those babies out. 
I didn’t take part in Press Pass’s wrapper redemption, because I had no long term interest in any of their products, but it was cool to watch the people get fired up as they broke their wax. The Press Pass employees seemed to be very knowledgeable, and happy to see you.  And, when a customer nailed a sweet card, they made a production of it. You could feel the excitement from across the isle way, and it made me a fan of the company.
I give Press Pass an “A” for their display, and because I didn’t take part in the wrapper redemption I have to assign a “No Grade”. Good Job Press Pass!
