HOMECOMING:

BRANDEN KLINE’S JOURNEY
BY LIAM DAVIS

Despite growing up just down the street from the Orioles’ Class
A-Advanced Frederick Keys, and an hour outside of Baltimore
and Oriole Park at Camden Yards, Branden Kline wasn’t always
an Orioles fan. Instead, he grew up cheering for one of their
division rivals: the Boston Red Sox.
Kline, a right-handed pitcher, idolized Pedro Martínez, who
was traded by the Montreal Expos to Boston following the 1997
season. Martínez, who was inducted into the National Baseball
Hall of Fame in 2015, is regarded as one of the most dominant
pitchers of his era. It comes as no surprise that a young kid like
Branden Kline, with aspirations of one day becoming a big
league pitcher, would gravitate towards a generational talent like
Martínez.
However, even as a Red Sox fan, when Kline would dream of
taking the field and making his Major League debut, it was always
with Baltimore. It seems fitting then, that after being selected by
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Boston in the sixth round of the 2009 First-Year Player Draft out
of Governor Thomas Johnson High School (MD), Kline chose not
to sign, and instead decided to attend the University of Virginia
on a scholarship.
As a Cavalier, Kline made appearances both as a starter and out
of the bullpen. In his junior season, he led the team in strikeouts
(76) and was named Second-Team All-ACC. He finished his
career at UVA third in school history with 21 saves. And in 2012,
just three years removed from being drafted by the Red Sox,
Kline was selected in the second round (65th overall) of the FirstYear Player Draft by his hometown Baltimore Orioles.
After stints with the Gulf Coast League Orioles, Aberdeen Ironbirds,
and Delmarva Shorebirds, Kline would return to Frederick to play
for the Keys in 2014. Kline described his homecoming as being
“unbelievably rewarding,” and remembers parents, family, and
friends being able to attend any game they wanted.

“I WOULD SAY THERE’S A VERY SMALL PERCENTAGE OF
GUYS THAT PLAY PROFESSIONAL BASEBALL THAT HAVE
THAT OPPORTUNITY – NOT ONLY BEING DRAFTED BY THE
TEAM THAT’S IN THEIR HOME STATE, BUT ALSO HAVING AN
AFFILIATE IN THEIR HOMETOWN. IT WAS REALLY EXCITING
FOR MY PARENTS AND FRIENDS.”
– BRANDEN KLINE
Kline’s wife, Sarah, is also a Frederick native, though the
couple moved to Georgia after he was drafted. Sarah and their
daughter, Adalyn, often made the trip up to Frederick to visit Kline
whenever he was with the club. As a family, they appreciated
the short commute from Nymeo Field back to Kline’s childhood
home, going to local restaurants and parks they enjoyed, and
spending time with their families. One particular moment that
Kline recalled took place after a late night game while his wife
and daughter were visiting.
“My wife took my daughter to the park that she visited
as a young girl and had pictures of. So it kind of
came full-circle – my wife has pictures of her at a very
specific park in Frederick and now she’s taking photos
of our daughter in the same park, it’s pretty cool.”
While pitching for the Keys was new to Kline, Nymeo
Field at Harry Grove Stadium was not. “I went to a ton
of Keys games with it being right down the street from
my house,” Kline said. “So I got to see a good number
of guys come through there. I was very familiar with
the stadium since I was there as a little kid.”
Kline went on to have a strong 2014 campaign with Frederick,
going 8-6 with a 3.84 ERA in 23 starts. He was named a Carolina
League Mid-Season All-Star and was promoted to Double-A
Bowie on August 20, where he made his final three appearances
of the season. His quality season did not go unnoticed, as he was
rated as the Orioles’ No. 9 prospect by MLB Pipeline following
the season.
Entering the 2015 season, Kline appeared primed for a breakout
year, and a September call-up wouldn’t have been out of the
question. In his season debut with the Baysox, he put on a
dominant performance, recording 10 strikeouts over 5.0 shutout
innings, while allowing only three hits and two walks. But instead
of finishing the season in Baltimore after a hot start with Bowie,
Kline’s season ended on May 21, after landing on the disabled
list with right elbow soreness. In October, he underwent “Tommy
John” surgery, which forced him to miss more than two seasons
while dealing with a difficult rehab process and two additional
surgeries.
This was not Kline’s first time dealing with injuries – his 2013
season was also cut short after undergoing surgery to repair a
right ankle/fibula fracture. It would, however, prove the most
difficult. “While I was sitting out, I didn’t really know if I’d have
the opportunity to play baseball again,” Kline said.
During his rehab process, Kline found ways to stay focused on
and optimistic about his goal of one day making it to “The Show.”
One person he leaned on for advice was former Orioles pitcher
and UVA teammate Tyler Wilson.
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“BRANDEN’S STORY IS ONE THAT BEGAN PROMISING,
STALLED AT CHALLENGING, AND WILL CULMINATE BEING
INSPIRATIONAL...HE DESERVES EVERY BIT OF THIS
OPPORTUNITY AND IT HASN’T COME WITHOUT A FIGHT.”
– TYLER WILSON
“BRANDEN IS ONE OF THE MOST MOTIVATED, LEVEL-HEADED,
AND SELFLESS TEAMMATES I HAVE EVER HAD THE JOY TO
PLAY ALONGSIDE...IN A CAREER DELAYED BY MISFORTUNE,
HE NEVER ONCE MADE AN EXCUSE OR CRIED ABOUT WHAT
‘SHOULD HAVE BEEN.’ RATHER, HE KEPT HIS CHIN UP AND
HIS NOSE DOWN AND FOUGHT FOR EVERY INCH HE HAS
SINCE REGAINED.”
– TYLER WILSON

“Through all the injuries and what not, I was always able to just
pick his brain and chat with him about things,”said Kline. He was
one of the main guys that I would talk to on a daily basis because
we had such a close relationship in school, and we were in the
same organization.”
“Branden is one of the most motivated, level-headed, and selfless
teammates I have ever had the joy to play alongside,” Wilson
said. “In a career delayed by misfortune, he never once made an
excuse or cried about what ‘should have been.’ Rather, he kept
his chin up and his nose down and fought for every inch he has
since regained.”
Kline also emphasized the importance of thinking small when
dealing with a significant injury:
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“There are certain moments when you think ‘Will I ever get the
opportunity to play again? Will I have the opportunity to have fun
on the baseball field?’ And when those moments come up, you
have to try to focus on a small detail. It’s like ‘Okay, today I have
shoulder work I have to do. Well, how can I focus to make sure
that my shoulder is as strong as possible, so that when I get back
to playing consistently, I don’t have any setbacks?’”

In 2018, after years of rehab and patience, Kline returned to
Frederick once again. He made his home debut on April 14
against Potomac, with friends and family in attendance supporting
him. He dominated out of the bullpen with the Keys, posting a
1.31 ERA (3 ER/20.2 IP) in 12 games before being promoted to
Bowie on May 18.
Kline’s success out of the bullpen continued with nearby Bowie.
His command of his live fastball became more consistent and
he was able to throw his changeup and slider for strikes. He
stifled opposing hitters, holding them to a .199 average while
leading the Baysox in ERA (1.80), fewest home runs allowed
(three), and saves (15) in 32 appearances. After the season, he
had his contract selected by the Orioles in late October, which
only served as additional motivation to continue his hard work.
Although he was primarily a starter before his injury, Kline
doesn’t mind transitioning to the bullpen. Instead, he welcomes
it, and just wants to be out on the field competing. “At the end of
the day, it’s baseball,” he said. “I get to go out there and chuck
a little round ball for a living. Whether that’s for one inning, two
innings, six innings, or seven innings – I’m down for whatever.”
“He is the model of somebody not letting anything hold them
back from chasing a dream,” Wilson said. “No excuses, hard

work, and a huge smile are three things you can count on
every day.”
At 27, he entered his first big league camp this spring as he
competed for a spot on the Opening Day roster. As for that
competition, Kline says the atmosphere around camp was so
high-energy that “it didn’t really feel like competition – everyone
had so much fun competing against each other.” From players
and coaches to front office executives, “everybody was just
oozing confidence.”
For Kline, knowing he has a chance to join the big league club
puts him one step closer towards fulfilling his childhood dream of
playing at Camden Yards. The same ballpark he went to as a kid,
where he saw Orioles greats like Brady Anderson, Cal Ripken,
Jr., and B.J. Surhoff take the field. Now, even though Kline sees
Anderson and Surhoff all the time, he still remembers being a
little kid watching them at Orioles games, and recalls how green
the grass looked from afar. The grass is sure to look even greener
when he finally gets the chance to take the field as an Oriole.
“Branden’s story is one that began promising, stalled at
challenging, and will culminate being inspirational,” Wilson
continued. “He deserves every bit of this opportunity and it hasn’t
come without a fight.”
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