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CHIEFS ON WARPATH, 

REDBIRD AND BUM SCALPS ON THE LINE 
 
The story of the week for Week 22 is that the white-hot Chiefs have continued their me-
teoric rise through the standings and now sit atop the Hot Stove League with 10159.2 
points.  Although the Big Chief himself, B.T., professes to have no understanding of how 
his team is in this position, don’t be fooled by this false modesty.  Dumb like a fox, as they 
say.   
 
In any event, here are the standings, top to bottom, through 22 weeks of play: 
 

STANDINGS FOR WEEK 22 
ENDING AUGUST 26, 2018 

 
1  Chiefs  10159.2 - 
2  Redbirds  10085.3 73.9 
3  Bums  10029.0 130.2 
4  Monarchs  9895.2 264.0 
5  Bears  9789.6 369.6 
6  Wahoos  9727.8 431.4 
7  Cubs  9632.3 526.9 
8  Skipjacks  9538.2 621.0 
9  Blues  9495.5 663.7 
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10  Senators  9261.0 898.2 
11  Tigers  9199.1 960.1 
12  Bombers  8921.1 1238.1 
13  Tribe  8838.8 1320.4 

 
POINTS FOR WEEK 22 

ENDING AUGUST 26, 2018 
 

1  Monarchs  545.3 
2  Chiefs  541.4 
3  Tribe  516.4 
4  Blues  506.3 
5  Bombers  504.8 
6  Bears  481.0 
7  Cubs  447.7 
8  Wahoos  441.6 
9  Tigers  431.7 
10  Senators  384.1 
11  Bums  372.5 
12  Redbirds  362.3 
13  Skipjacks  313.9 

 
TOP 25 PITCHERS 

 
1. Max Scherzer  Tigers 784.0 
2. Justin Verlander  Blues 688.0 
3. Jacob deGrom  Skipjacks 672.0 
4. Aaron Nola  Monarchs 667.0 
5. Chris Sale  Bums 654.0 
6. Corey Kluber  Redbirds 640.0 
7. Trevor Bauer  Redbirds 639.0 
8. Gerrit Cole  Wahoos 633.0 
9. Blake Snell  Bears 597.0 

10. Luis Severino  Bombers 580.0 
T11. Zack Greinke  Cubs 573.0 
T11. Patrick Corbin  Tigers 573.0 
13. Charlie Morton  Redbirds 548.0 
14. Miles Mikolas  Skipjacks 514.0 
15. Carlos Carrasco  Senators 507.0 
16. Rick Porcello  Chiefs 505.0 
17. David Price  Chiefs 497.0 
18. Mike Clevinger  Senators 489.0 

T19. Kyle Freeland  Bears 486.0 
T19. José Berríos  Tribe 486.0 
21. James Paxton  Bombers 484.0 
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22. J.A. Happ  Tribe 479.0 
23. Mike Foltynewicz  Redbirds 471.0 
24. Zack Wheeler  Bears 459.0 
25. Sean Manaea  Senators 451.0 

 
WHO’S HOT -- PITCHERS 

 
1. Blake Snell  Bears 68.0 
2. Mike Fiers  Bombers 63.0 
3. Kevin Gausman  Chiefs 62.0 
4. Zack Wheeler  Bears 59.0 
5. Lucas Giolito  Tribe 58.0 
6. Kyle Hendricks  Tigers 48.0 

T7. Shane Bieber  Redbirds 43.0 
T7. Derek Holland  Wahoos 43.0 
9. Chase Anderson  Skipjacks 42.0 

10. David Price  Chiefs 41.0 
11. Aaron Nola  Monarchs 40.0 

T12. Madison Bumgarner  Bums 38.0 
T12. Brett Anderson  Bombers 38.0 
T12. Steven Matz  Chiefs 38.0 
T15. Clay Buchholz  Monarchs 37.0 
T15. Ryan Yarbrough  Blues 37.0 
T17. Rich Hill  Senators 36.0 
T17. Freddy Peralta  Senators 36.0 
T17. Austin Gomber  Bums 36.0 
T18. Jason Vargas  Tigers 36.0 
T21. Sonny Gray  Bums 35.0 
T21. Cole Hamels  Bombers 35.0 
T21. Michael Kopech  Tigers 35.0 
T24. Julio Teheran  Bears 34.0 
T24. Sean Newcomb  Wahoos 34.0 

 
WHO’S NOT -- PITCHERS 

 
1. Marco Gonzales  Tribe -17.0 

T2. Tyler Anderson  Wahoos -12.0 
T2. Clayton Richard  Bombers -12.0 
T4. Aaron Sanchez  Skipjacks -8.0 
T4. Collin McHugh  Redbirds -8.0 
T6. Nathan Eovaldi  Bums -7.0 
T6. Zach Eflin  Monarchs -7.0 
T6. Jaime Barria  Senators -7.0 
T6. Dylan Bundy  Bears -7.0 
10. Luis Castillo  Blues -6.0 



- 4 - 
 

T11. Adam Plutko  Monarchs -5.0 
T11. Edwin Jackson  Skipjacks -5.0 
T11. Kyle Gibson  Senators -5.0 
T11. Trevor Cahill  Skipjacks -5.0 
T11. Carlos Carrasco  Senators -5.0 
16. Marco Estrada  Bombers -3.0 

T17. Miles Mikolas  Skipjacks -2.0 
T17. James Shields  Bums -2.0 
19. Chris Archer  Skipjacks -1.0 

 
TOP 25 HITTERS 

 
1. J.D. Martinez  Skipjacks 649.2 
2. José Ramírez  Redbirds 639.9 
3. Mookie Betts  Monarchs 599.0 
4. Francisco Lindor  Blues 587.1 
5. Mike Trout  Wahoos 573.9 
6. Nolan Arenado  Bears 570.3 
7. Paul Goldschmidt  Cubs 561.2 
8. Manny Machado  Blues 555.5 
9. Alex Bregman  Bums 549.8 

10. Matt Carpenter  Wahoos 543.9 
11. Freddie Freeman  Bears 534.9 
12. Javier Báez  Monarchs 533.8 
13. Trevor Story  Bears 525.0 
14. Giancarlo Stanton  Bums 519.6 
15. Bryce Harper  Chiefs 514.6 
16. Khris Davis  Skipjacks 506.0 
17. Andrew Benintendi  Redbirds 504.5 
18. Christian Yelich  Blues 494.3 
19. Eugenio Suárez  Bums 494.2 
20. Shin-soo Choo  Tigers 479.7 
21. Mitch Haniger  Blues 474.0 
22. Nick Markakis  Senators 473.2 
23. Jed Lowrie  Wahoos 472.5 
24. Scooter Gennett  Senators 465.1 
25. Rhys Hoskins  Chiefs 462.3 

 
WHO’S HOT -- HITTERS 

 
1. Kendrys Morales  Wahoos 65.5 
2. Javier Báez  Monarchs 45.8 
3. Anthony Rizzo  Tribe 45.2 
4. Matt Chapman  Skipjacks 44.6 
5. Marwin González  Tribe 43.5 
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6. Mitch Haniger  Blues 43.0 
7. Gregory Polanco  Blues 42.1 
8. Billy McKinney  Bears 42.0 
9. Melky Cabrera  Senators 41.5 

10. Luke Voit  Bears 40.5 
11. Jed Lowrie  Wahoos 40.4 
12. Stephen Piscotty  Redbirds 39.0 
13. Christian Yelich  Blues 38.5 
14. Ramón Laureano  Monarchs 38.0 
15. Justin Turner  Cubs 35.0 
16. Xander Bogaerts  Chiefs 34.7 
17. Whit Merrifield  Tigers 34.6 
18. Willy Adames  Bombers 34.3 
19. Jeff McNeil  Bears 33.6 
20. Manny Machado  Blues 32.6 
21. Daniel Murphy  Cubs 32.4 
22. J.D. Martinez  Skipjacks 30.0 
23. Jedd Gyorko  Tigers 29.6 
24. David Peralta  Wahoos 29.5 
25. Dansby Swanson  Bears 29.4 

 
WHO’S NOT -- HITTERS 

 
1. Corey Dickerson  Redbirds -6.5 
2. Austin Jackson  Cubs -2.9 
3. Scott Schebler  Skipjacks -2.5 

T4. Russell Martin  Tigers -1.8 
T4. Elvis Andrus  Cubs -1.8 
6. Evan Gattis  Bums -1.0 
7. George Springer  Cubs -0.5 

T8. Christian Villanueva  Tribe -0.1 
T8. Alen Hanson  Redbirds -0.1 

 
 

CHRONICLES FROM THE ROAD 
 
This past week I had a deposition trip to Alamo, California, an affluent suburb of Oakland, 
to depose a 79-year-old retired pathologist who is serving as an expert witness in a case 
here in Omaha.  When I asked him why he maintained his California medical license since 
he had not worked in fifteen years, he stated that he might need it to obtain a reciprocity 
license in Nevada.  When I asked him why he might need a license in Nevada, he testified 
that he was thinking about moving there, because he was tired of living in a “Sanctuary 
City.”  I found this fascinating, since he has been living and thriving1 in the Bay Area for 
more than fifty years, but is evidently so concerned about the undocumented folks in his 
backyard that he was seriously considering a major life move.  Some food for thought. 
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Pittsburg C-A 

 

 
 
After the deposition in Alamo, I meandered to the north to the town of Pittsburg for a Pacific 
Association League baseball game between the Pittsburg Diamonds and the Sonoma 
Stompers2 at Winter Chevrolet Stadium.  It wasn’t much of a ballpark, and the Diamonds 
clearly operate on a shoestring budget3, but the baseball that was played was good and 
pure.  Since they don’t print programs, I had to find out what I could about the players by 
googling them, and my brief research revealed that most of the players on both teams are 
young men ranging in age from 22 to 28, and if any one of them makes it to the Show or 
even Triple A, it would be a story for the ages.  And every one of them no doubt starred in 
high school and/or junior college or college, and every one of them no doubt dreamed of 
making it to the Majors one day.  Quitting now would be finally giving up on that dream for 
good, so they play.   
 
I didn’t stay for the whole game because it got cold and I had a predawn flight home the 
next morning, but the final score of the game was 7-5 in favor of the Stompers.  Kenny 
Meimerstorf blasted a 3-run homer off of Diamond hurler Corey MacDonald in the top of 
the 1st, but Pittsburg answered with 3 runs of their own in the bottom of the frame.  In the 
bottom of the 3rd inning, Diamond Rafael Valera drove in Gabriel Bracamonte to give Pitts-
burg a 5-4 lead.  In the 6th, the Stompers loaded the bases on two walks and an error, 
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and Mr. Meimerstorf then drove in two more runs with a single, giving him 5 RBI for the 
game and sealing the victory for the visiting Stompers. 
 
Purely by coincidence, there was a terrific article in the Southwest Inflight magazine that I 
took for this trip, entitled Baseball Comes to Napa.  If you’re interested, here is the link to 
a copy of that article.  Napa Rally 
 

ALL THE WAY WITH LBJ 
 
Later in the week last week I had a deposition trip to Texas, where we deposed a good ol’ 
boy anesthesiologist who was Texas born and bred, and wore blue jeans and cowboy boots 
to his deposition.  This affable fellow is 71 years old and still gassing up patients five days 
a week, keeping long hours so he can “keep the lights on at the ranch,” and when he said 
ranch, he really meant ranch. 
 

 
 
Anyway, while in the neighborhood, I decided to drop in to the LBJ Library on the campus 
of the University of Texas in Austin, an impressive ten-story building designed in the unique 
architectural style of that era.  Having just finished The Best and the Brightest, I had a 
hankering to learn more about our nation’s 36th president, so I plunked down my sawbuck 
and took the self-guided tour.  Although not raised in poverty himself, LBJ had a special 
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affinity for poor people and persons of color.  His first job after graduating from the South-
west Texas State Teachers College was teaching in the school in the squalid town of Cotulla, 
Texas, where most of his students were Mexican or black and poor as poor can be.  Early 
on in his career, he began forming the ideas that would eventually lead him to implement 
his Great Society legislation, trying to finish the New Deal work of FDR.   

 

 
 

After JFK’s assassination on November 22, 1963, LBJ assumed the mantle of the presidency 
under extremely difficult circumstances, taking over from an extremely popular president 
during the iciest part of the Cold War, and just as racial tensions were starting to heat up 
all around the country.  With an unmatched work ethic and using his political capital that 
was built up over his many years as the Lion of the Senate, LBJ was able to get more 
legislation through Congress than any president other than FDR4, including the landmark 
1964 Civil Rights Act.   
 
Johnson was rewarded for his efforts in his first year with a landslide victory over Barry 
Goldwater in November 1964, taking 61.1% of the popular vote.  LBJ saw this as a refer-
endum on his plans for a Great Society, and worked tirelessly to promote this legislation.  
Unfortunately, and against all of his best instincts, Johnson allowed his country and himself 
to be drawn into an unwinnable war in Vietnam. Much like a giant tar baby, Vietnam drew 
LBJ and the White House into it appendage by appendage.  After years of his administration 
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hiding from the public the continued escalation of the war and the commitment of ground 
troops to Vietnam, the country turned on LBJ and demanded an end to our involvement.  
Try as he might, Johnson could not figure out an honorable way to exit the fray, convinced 
that anything other than a complete victory would be seen by the world as a humiliating 
defeat and total capitulation to Communism. 
 
Finally, after the Wisconsin primary in March 1968 gave him only 35% of the vote, Johnson 
knew that he had been beaten by Vietnam and issued his famous speech withdrawing from 
the 1968 presidential campaign.  While the stated reason for his withdrawal was to allow 
him more time to focus on getting us out of Vietnam, the real reason of course was that he 
had no chance of winning his party’s nomination, and he understood the hand that he had 
dealt himself. 
 
But for Vietnam--and granted, that’s a huge but--Lyndon Baines Johnson would probably 
have gone down in history as one of our best presidents.  Instead, he is generally ranked 
fairly low when such rankings are put out. 
 
Apart from housing lots of great memorabilia from the 1960s, and the reminder of what an 
interesting and transformative decade it was, one of my favorite features of the LBJ Library 
is their collection of recordings of telephone conversations between Johnson and many of 
his cabinet members and other famous people.  One of the recordings I listened to was a 
conversation between Johnson and former president Harry S. Truman, in which Johnson 
was trying to convince Harry to travel to Greece with his wife Bess to attend the funeral of 
King Paul in Johnson’s stead, offering them a spot on Air Force One and promising that 
Lady Bird would mix up a bourbon and water for Bess on the plane ride over.  The other 
one I enjoyed was his conversation with his Secretary of Defense, Robert McNamara, in 
which McNamara was trying to explain to LBJ the Gulf of Tonkin incident, a watershed event 
in the Vietnam War which was used by Johnson’s administration to justify ratcheting up 
American involvement by painting the North Vietnamese as the aggressor.  Fascinating 
stuff, and I could have spent all day listening to these recordings of LBJ’s conversations. 
 
One of my favorite quotes from LBJ that was exhibited at his library was from a time when 
he was feeling especially persecuted for his actions or lack of actions concerning Vietnam: 
 

If one morning I walked on top of the water across the Potomac 
River, the headline that afternoon would read "President Can't 
Swim." 

 
Next time you are in Austin, I recommend that you stop in for a visit to the LBJ Library.  
With one or two possible exceptions, you all lived your formative years during the 1960s, 
and the LBJ museum is chock full of great stuff from that decade. 
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DELL DIAMOND 
 
If you want to see a gem of a ballpark, go to Dell Diamond in Round Rock, Texas, a suburb 
of Austin.  As all of you smart guys know, the Round Rock Express is owned by the Ryan 
Express and his two sons, Reid and Reese. 
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Built in 1999-2000 at a cost of $25 million ($35.5 million in 2017 dollars), Dell Diamond is 
everything you could want in a Minor League ballpark and more.  Just walking into the field 
area from the outer concourse, the senses are delighted with the color and vibrancy of the 
park.  It kind of reminds me of how it felt when we walked into Citi Field for the first time, 
back in 2009.  While it’s sometimes hard to put into words, when you are in the midst of a 
great ballpark venue, you just know it. 
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Dell Diamond just has a great “feel” to it, like you just really want to be there, no matter 
which team is playing there, no matter what the stakes are in the contest. 
 
Oh, and did I mention that you can get a large glass of frosty, delicious beer of many 
different types for a five-spot?  Unheard of these days, but true. 
 
On the night that I was at Dell Diamond, the host Express were taking on the Nashville 
Sounds, the Triple A squad of the Cincinnati Redlegs.  There were several former Major 
Leaguers in each team’s starting lineup, including the Sounds’ leadoff batter Matt Joyce, 
who went 0-for-4 that night.  The Sounds blasted three line-drive home runs off Express 
starter Yohander Méndez in the first two innings, staking their starting pitcher (Eric Jokisch) 
to a 3-0 lead.  The Sounds went on to win the contest by a score of 4-2, giving the win to 
Jokisch and saddling Méndez with the loss, dropping him to an unfortunate 0-and-7 mark. 
 
 

THE TRIP 
 
The 34th Annual Hot Stove League Trip to Kansas City this past weekend was a smashing 
success.  Full details to be provided by Itchie later this week in his guest edition of The 
Jiggernaut.  Thanks to Magpie for the great tickets, thanks to Stretch and his lovely better 
half Deb for hosting a bountiful and delicious Sunday morning breakfast to cap the Trip, 
and thanks to B.T. for having more money than God and purchasing our new HSL luxury 
Tripmobile, a/k/a the Scott Krause Memorial Mobile Men’s Room.5 
 

* * * * * * * 
 
And now, over to you, Itchie, for a full recounting and recapping of the Kauffman Experi-
ence. 
 
 
 
Skipper 
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_______________________________________________ 
 
1 His deposition was held at his posh country club in Alamo, just across the street from his beautiful and no 
doubt multimillion dollar home. 
 
2 When I was first looking at the league schedule to see if I could work in a game on this trip, I had hopes 
that I might see a game featuring Jose Canseco, since I read an article a while back regarding his play for 
the Stompers of Sonoma.  Unfortunately, he has since retired.   
 
3 The team appeared to have a grounds crew of one, they do not print tickets, they sell beer out of thermos 
coolers, and the bathrooms are a single port-a-potty.   
 
4 In spite of the fact that LBJ was only president for five years and one month, while Roosevelt was our 
commander in chief for twelve years and one month.   
 

5  
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R
ight-hander Sco�  Harkin 
lobs a few easy balls to catcher 
Nicco Toni, and then ratchets 
up the velocity. The � rst player 
signed by the Napa Silverados, 
he’s about to pitch the � rst 
game of the team’s � rst season 

in the Paci� c Association of Professional Baseball 
Clubs, an independent minor league in northern 
California. Once a hopeful in the Milwaukee Brew-
ers organization, Harkin, now 26, lives with his 
grandmother and still dreams of making it to the 
majors. The odds may be long, but his enthusiasm 
hasn’t dimmed. He wants to play professionally 
until he’s 40. And he wants to be a good example 
for kids. Since joining the Silverados in February, 
he’s been talking to local students about the im-
portance of teamwork. 

In the stands near � rst base, retired couple 
Cindy Irish and Vic Aissa await the start with 
the excitement of proud parents. They recently 
welcomed two of the Silverados into their home as 
part of the club’s host family program for nonlocal 
players. Irish has been taking videos of her Silver-
ados “sons” so she can send them to their mothers. 

Near the � rst-base dugout, Mark Ibanez, the 
sports director of Bay Area television station 
KTVU, stands ready to throw out the ceremonial 
� rst pitch alongside Rep. Mike Thompson and 
former baseball greats Vida Blue and Bill Buckner. 
Ibanez brought along a camera crew for a quick 
spot, but he’s here primarily as a fan and says he 
wouldn’t have missed the Silverados’ opener for 
anything—and that includes the Golden State 
Warriors hosting Game 1 of the NBA Finals. “I live 
in Napa and my wife was born and raised here,” he 
says later. “Being here is important.”  

As the countdown to game time continues, 
Megan Castellucci takes the � eld and greets just 
about everyone by name, her heart thumping 
with a race-to-the-� nish line feeling. The assistant 

general manager, who’s also an indefatigable 
multitasker, Castellucci is ge� ing ready to hand a 
microphone to the team’s owner, Bruce Johnston, 
so he can give a welcome speech to the 450-plus 
fans and sponsors. But she could be forgiven if her 
mind is preoccupied. Castellucci presides over the 
team’s day-to-day business and has played a cen-
tral role in everything from executing player con-
tracts to planning in-game fan activities. 

Elsewhere at the team’s home � eld at Napa 
Valley College, amid blaring country music and 
the ballpark perfume of sizzling hot dogs, players 
are warming up in uniforms that still bear creases 
from where they were folded. Business logo ban-
ners are � apping on the out� eld fences beneath 
the American � ag. Fathers are playing catch with 
their sons. And the metal bleachers are � lling up. 

The scene may seem like something out of a 
Norman Rockwell painting, but it’s actually the 

On May 31, 
Ryan Coo-
per (previous 
page) and 
Silverados 
teammates 
T.C. Mark 
(27), Nick 
Kern (bat-
ting), and 
De’Andre As-
bury-Heath 
(2) opened 
the team’s 
� rst season 
in the Paci� c 
Association 
of Profes-
sional Base-
ball Clubs, an 
independent 
minor league.  
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culmination of a painstaking, collective effort. 
After a year of preparation to launch the fran-
chise, today’s May 31 contest kicks off an 80-
game schedule for the Silverados (the season runs 
through August), one of two expansion teams 
joining the 5-year-old Pacific Association, the  
only independent pro baseball league based on  
the West Coast. With teams also in San Rafael, 
Pittsburg, Sonoma, Vallejo, and Martinez (the 
other new club), the league is one of eight pro 
baseball leagues in North America that are inde-
pendent—meaning it has no ties to Major League 
Baseball or its minor league affiliates. For players, 
independent leagues like this can be the first or 
last stop in professional baseball.

But the players are only part of the picture. 
Creating a minor league organization from 
scratch, at this level, is a Herculean undertaking, 
from the personnel to the facilities to the finances 

and more. It’s imbued with the hope of second 
chances and weighted with risks. And it requires 
nothing less than the full commitment of an  
entire community.

“Come to a game and I think you’ll find out 
what Napa is all about,” Castellucci says. 

And to think that none of this would have  
happened if not for a broken arm. 

When Bruce Johnston, a 61-year-old 
shopping center developer, started 
his own consulting business in 2006 

and moved with his wife, Jill, from San Francisco’s 
East Bay to Napa a year later, he intended to work 
until retirement, at which point he’d travel and 
enjoy the lifestyle that comes with living in one of 
the world’s most beautiful wine regions. But those 
plans were derailed in June 2016 when he tripped 
one night, fracturing his arm and shoulder and 
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Assistant 
general man­
ager Megan 
Castellucci, 
owner Bruce 
Johnston, 
and manager 
Tito Fuentes 
Jr. signed a  
mix of young 
players and 
experienced 
pros. After 
meeting in 
the locker 
room before 
the opener, 
Josh Monte­
longo (top) 
and his team­
mates had a 
lot to cheer 
about. 

requiring multiple surgeries. 
“I couldn’t drive, travel to clients, or do much 

of anything but sit around, watch a lot of James 
Bond movies, and think,” Johnston says, laughing. 
“After three months of that, I realized that I didn’t 
miss what I had been doing.”

The epiphany made Johnston’s decision to  
retire easier. Once he was able to drive again, he 
attended networking events in hopes of connect-
ing with civic-minded leaders and organizations, 
including the Napa Professional Baseball Explor-
atory Committee, which had been considering 
adding a Napa team to the Pacific Association. 
Intrigued—and believing that a club had already 
been formed—Johnston reached out with the  
intent of volunteering at games. The next day, he 
received an email response saying, “We are glad 
you are interested in owning the team.” 

It took Johnston aback at first, but after a 
chat with his family, the idea sprouted wings. He 
wanted to bring something to Napa that didn’t  
exist: affordable family entertainment. In a  
region whose activity du jour is off-limits to kids, 
and where wine tasting can cost upward of $50  
per person, a $10 baseball game ticket is about the  
biggest bargain around.

Though Napa is known the world over for its 
adjacent wine valley, the town of 80,000 has an  
insatiable appetite for America’s pastime. With 23 
youth league teams, seven high school teams, and 
baseball camps galore, the sport is played nearly 10 
months per year in Napa County.

“The attraction of Napa is its world-class wine 
and food, and that’s OK—it’s what drives our econ-
omy,” Johnston says. “But the reality is most locals 
can’t and don’t visit the Napa Valley the way visi-
tors do. For visitors who want a different diversion 
one night, baseball is a great option.” 

Responding to the email from the exploratory 
committee, Johnston asked for time to dig into the 
business model. He gave the league a nonrefund-
able deposit, which gave him the first right of  
refusal should another bidder come along.

He hit the ground running, attending Pacific 
Association games and taking note of their  
pervasive street fair vibe brought about by the 
carousel of between-inning games and wacky 
theme and appreciation nights. He also sought the 
advice of other team owners, including the presi-
dent and general manager of the San Rafael Pacif-
ics, Mike Shapiro.  

“I learned two things right away,” Johnston 
says. “One, that games were about much more 
than just baseball, and two, that I would need  
significant support from the community to make 
this work.” 

When minor league teams are affiliated with 

major league franchises, the big league club pays 
the majority of the expenses. In independent 
leagues, the owner picks up the tab for everything, 
including player salaries. 

Despite the potential load on his personal  
finances, something in Johnston’s gut told him  
to say yes. Almost one year after breaking his  
arm, he signed on the dotted line and became 
the proud owner of a baseball team. He named it 
the Napa Silverados after the Silverado Trail, the 
well-traveled road that unites communities up  
and down Napa Valley.

In the fall of 2017, Johnston hired Tito 
Fuentes Jr. as part of his executive team. The 
50-year-old, happy-go-lucky leader, whose dad 

played with the San Francisco Giants in the ’60s 
and ’70s, is never without a baseball-is-like-life  
affirmation at the tip of his tongue. He played  
minor league ball in the A’s and Los Angeles Dodg-
ers organizations and has spent the better part of 
the last three decades teaching and coaching base-
ball to kids and young adults, a job he says he was 
meant to do. Though Fuentes transitioned into the 
role of manager before spring training, Johnston 
initially tasked him with securing sponsors and 
trade partners, who might exchange goods or  
services with the team. 

“Obviously Tito knows baseball, but he also 
lives in Napa and knows the people here. Every-
body loves Tito,” Johnston says.  

Johnston also nabbed Castellucci, 25, who was 
the assistant general manager for the San Rafael 
Pacifics last year, the first woman in the league to 
hold the title. While tending to the business side 
of player acquisitions, she promoted the team at 
community events and led the effort to find  
families willing to open their doors to nonlocal 
players for the season. She also spent months 
thinking about the fan experience, planning  
between-inning games for kids such as base- 
stealing races and musical chairs, and scheduling 
themes for each of the season’s 40 home games, 
including Crush Night for workers in Napa’s wine 
industry. 

Under Johnston’s leadership, Castellucci has 
paired each Silverados home game with a non-
profit benefactor that’s invited to set up an infor-
mation booth and raffle off swag. There are nights 
that honor firefighters, police officers, and active 
service members. (Johnston also has insisted that 
every player stay on the field after games to sign 
autographs for kids.) 

The role Castellucci’s most proud of, how-
ever, involves getting players involved in the 
community, something she first worked on as a 
community relations intern with the A’s in 2016. 
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Castellucci has accompanied players to elemen-
tary school classes and youth leagues, as well as 
an event supporting local veterans. 

Every now and then, she steals away to work 
out or ride her horse, Shrimp. But overall, the job 
has been seven days a week since she started. To 
her, the cause is worthy of the time. “To be at the 
forefront of this in my hometown is an honor,” 
Castellucci says. “Our community really knows 
how to rally behind one another.”

Host families like Irish and Aissa are playing 
a critical volunteer role in housing nonlocal play-
ers—the typical player salary is $200 a month. 
Four years ago, the couple bought a large Napa 
house with two spare bedrooms in hopes their 
grown sons would come to visit more often. “We 
have all this room and it’s so private,” Irish says. 
“It’s the perfect setup, and I thought being a host 
was the least we can do.” 

“Plus, I think it’s really cool that we’re able to 
root for our guys,” Aissa says.

Silverados catcher T.C. Mark from Arizona and 
pitcher Billy Felo from Pennsylvania moved in 
for spring training and made the team. Although 
hosts aren’t required to feed players, Irish can’t 
help herself and plans “family” dinners. 

“My fear is that they will go away after the  
season and I will never hear from them again,” she 
says. “Will they think it’s weird if I want to check 
in on them from time to time?” 

 “No way,” Mark says later when asked about 
that. “Cindy and Vic are the best. We will keep in 
touch for sure.”

Month after month, Johnston, Fuen-
tes, and Castellucci worked with Napa 
businesses, groups, and residents to  

secure funding and other support. Johnston 
struck a deal with Napa Valley College to use its 
field for home games. As part of a five-year pact 
finalized last fall, the Silverados agreed to pay 
for infrastructure improvements, including new 
bleachers and repairs to the PA system and lights, 
costing Johnston around $150,000. 

For concessions, Johnston tapped into the col-
lege’s reputable hospitality, culinary, and tourism 
management program, asking the school to create 
a game-day menu worthy of Napa’s high standards 
for food. Under the guidance of program coordi-
nator and instructor Merrick McKeig, 15 spring  
semester students wrote and tested recipes, 
worked with vendors and suppliers, and built out a 

To be as fan-
friendly as 
possible, the 
Silverados fill 
games with 
activities. 
But the team 
also engages 
the commu-
nity in other 
ways, such 
as partnering 
with a local 
college on 
concessions. 
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food truck called Scholar Eats, which serves as the  
Silverados food stand during home games and  
employs three students.

“It’s been really fun for us to be a part of this 
from the beginning, but more than that, this has 
given students valuable skills they can take with 
them when they graduate,” McKeig says. “It was 
essentially like starting a small business.” 

Selling the vision for a team was not always 
easy, Johnston says. But some who were baseball 
lovers got it right away. 

Robin Baggett, who owns Alpha Omega winery 
in St. Helena, donated money early on, becoming 
a minority partner and advisor to the team. “Base-
ball is the best sport to watch in person with fam-
ily and friends,” says Baggett, who played semipro 
ball until he was 50. “I’m glad I was able to do a  
little to help bring professional baseball here.” 

The local newspaper, the Napa Valley Register, 
agreed to provide the team with in-kind support 
in the form of advertising. 

“I really wanted to help get the Silverados off 
the ground,” says publisher Brenda Speth, who 
calls herself a “baseball-is-life romantic” and 
keeps souvenir baseballs in her office. “My pre-
diction is that this team is going to be a big deal 

in a few years when more people find out about it. 
Napa is Americana and it’s a baseball town.”

More than three dozen sponsors, advertisers, 
and trade partners have pledged monetary and 
in-kind donations, totaling more than $175,000. 
Every dollar counts. Johnston estimates his an-
nual operating costs at $200,000, and that doesn’t 
include the new bleachers or money spent just to 
start up the franchise. 

A league requirement dictates that the home 
team feed players on both teams after each game, 
so Fuentes rounded up six Napa restaurants to 
do it all season long. Among them are Compadres 
Rio Grille, which also welcomed players to a din-
ner with their host families at the start of spring 
training, and Downtown Joe’s sports bar, where 
owner Joe Peatman hands out schedules, holds 
ticket giveaways, and rings a bell on game days to 
announce “one hour to first pitch.” 

Though Johnston has logged many wins, he’s 
dealt with a few setbacks. The new bleachers he 
purchased didn’t show up on time, forcing him 
to use temporary seating for the season. Also, 
Johnston was unable to gain approval from the 
California Department of Alcoholic Beverage Con-
trol to sell beer or wine at the games. He found a 

The Silver-
ados give 
residents an 
attractive 
option for 
kids enter-
tainment. But 
they couldn’t 
do that with-
out volun-
teers like 
Cindy Irish 
(far right) 
and Vic Aissa 
(blue shirt), 
who opened 
their home to 
T.C. Mark (red 
shirt) and 
teammate 
Billy Felo. 
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COOKING CLASSES
Food and drink connois-
seurs find bliss at the 
Culinary Institute of 
America at Copia, the 
Napa branch of the  
famous college. Along 
with a cafe and restau-
rant, it features regular 
drink-and-dine events 
and a carousel of classes 
taught in a new state-of-
the-art kitchen.

ART
Try the indoor and out-
door gallery di Rosa, con-
taining more than 2,000 
works by regional artists, 
and the Hess Collection, 
a winery and museum 
that reflects the contem-
porary tastes of winery 
founder Donald Hess. 
Downtown also features 
a sculpture trail you can 
follow (maps at the visi-
tor center).

HIKING
Surrounded by coastal 
mountains, Napa Valley is 
a primo spot for outdoor 
enthusiasts. At Robert 
Louis Stevenson State 
Park, a 5-mile trek up 
Mount St. Helena leads to 
a view of the valley and, 
on a clear day, a sight line 
all the way to San Fran-
cisco. At Skyline Wilder-
ness Park, there are more 
than 25 miles of trails.

BOTTLES, BALLGAMES, AND MORE
Napa Valley offers attractions beyond its renowned vineyards. 

who was drafted at age 17 by the St. 
Louis Cardinals organization and 
was released last year. He wears 
No. 2 for the Silverados, a reference 
to getting a second chance. Many 
of his teammates find themselves 
in a similar position. 

Mateo Fernandez, a Napa na-
tive and left-handed pitcher, hung 
up his glove in 2015 after playing 
two years for Napa Valley College. 
He had been painting houses and 
working at pizza joints the past 
few years. Deivy Mendez, a pitcher 

workaround that involves a series 
of one-day festival permits. The 
downside is that his planned rev-
enue stream from this source is 
dammed up for now. 

“I’ll deal with ABC next year,” 
he says. “Right now, I just need to 
make sure people can get a cold 
beer at the game.”

Mark and Felo are 
just two players on the 
23-member roster that 

Fuentes and Castellucci built over 
the last five months. Several were 
found at organized events such 
as a league-wide tryout in April, 
and through the California Win-
ter League, the nation’s premier 
instructional league held in Palm 
Springs in February, where they 
signed opening day pitcher Harkin. 

Fuentes picked others from his 
vast network of managers, players, 
and scouts.

The latter is how Mark found 
his way to Napa, as did center-
fielder De’Andre Asbury-Heath, IL
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from the Dominican Republic, 
was signed by the Tampa Bay Rays 
organization six years ago as a 
16-year-old undra� ed free agent 
but was released earlier this year. 
Other players, like Kai Davis (the 
son of former major leaguer Chili 
Davis), and catcher Toni (Harkin’s 
ba� ery mate for opening day), are 
ge� ing their � rst taste of pro ball. 

Spring training lasted eight 
days, with the roster eventually 
whi� led from 42 players down to 
11 pitchers, 11 position players, and 
a player/pitching coach, Devon 
Ramirez. Fuentes knew exactly 
what he was looking for, a strong 
team up the middle—catcher, 
shortstop, second base, and center-
� eld. He didn’t stray from that 
strategy when evaluating indi-
vidual character, either, choosing 
players who were strong up the 
middle in another way—brain, 
heart, guts. 

By opening day, the chemistry 
between Fuentes and the players 
seemed promising. “I have learned 
something valuable from every 
coach I have ever had, whether it’s 
growing as a person or becoming 
a be� er player,” Harkin says. “I’m 
sure Tito will get the best out of 
me, too.” 

While his immediate goal is to 
steer the team to a title this year,  
Fuentes feels a longer-term respon-
sibility to his players, too. “Maybe 
it’s because they were injured, or 
because they are too immature, or 
they made bad decisions, but these 
guys aren’t playing higher-level 
ball right now for a reason,” he 
says. “I feel it’s my job to � gure it 
out. Sometimes they just need to 
get out of their own way.”

In the � uorescent light of 
the locker room, minutes be-
fore the game, Fuentes claps 

his hands and implores his team 
to listen. He’s delivering his � rst 
pregame pep talk as Silverados 
manager. 

“For most of you, this is your 
� rst professional baseball game. 
You might be nervous, but don’t INDEPENDENTLY OWNED & OPERATED
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be,” he says. “It’s just a game like 
any other.” 

But for the 23 sets of eyes star-
ing back, every game is big. Moving 
up is a long shot. But ever the base-
ball philosopher, Fuentes reminds 
them, “Every game is a possibility.”

Players signed contracts but are 
free to go if a higher organization 
approaches the Silverados about 
acquiring the player. 

“If our roster looks different at 
the end of the season than it does 
on opening day, then we’ve done 
our jobs. I’ll consider that a suc-
cess,” Castellucci says.

Though he doesn’t have the ex-
act numbers, Shapiro, the Pacifics 
president, guesses around 20 play-
ers have moved each year from the 
Pacific Association to higher levels 
of independent ball or to affiliated 
teams. Also, it’s not just players 
who find new opportunities. Front 
office staff, broadcasters, and man-
agers on the hunt for a career in 
professional baseball can also cut 
their teeth here. Fuentes has his 
eyes on managing or scouting for 
an affiliated or major league team. 
Castellucci, when thinking of the 
future, falls back on her love of 
community.

“In this business, I’ve learned 
to never count anything out,” she 
says. “But I love the philanthropic 
side of the game, which is a part of 
it not a lot of people see.” 

A 10-person-deep line has 
formed at the Scholar Eats 
food truck, where Napa 

Valley College students hand over 
Silverados Sausages, hot dogs, and 
nachos from a window just above 
the words, “We learn, you eat,” 
scrolled on the side. (Later, by the 
sixth inning, the truck will sell out 
of hot dogs.) 

From the field, Fuentes spots a 
teen who’s standing near the dug-
out, his fingers curled around the 
chain-link fence. Fuentes asks the 
boy, Austin, if he’d like to be the 
batboy for the game. “That just 
made his year,” says Larry Wiman, 
Austin’s grandfather, a retired San 
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Francisco train operator who now 
coaches youth baseball and lives 
in Napa. 

Wiman has come for the love 
of the game and the company, and 
he’s found both. 

“It’s great to be outdoors, and 
there’s nothing be� er than being 
around a baseball diamond,” he 
says. “I’ve already run into a few 
buddies, too.” 

Before the � rst pitch, Johnston 
stands on the manicured � eld and 
starts to welcome and thank the 
sold-out crowd. But in a frustrating 
moment, the microphone fails, so 
Johnston has to yell. 

A� er the game begins, John-
ston is taking a breather behind 
the dugout and hears someone 
calling his name. Pitching coach 
Ramirez jogs over and slaps a base-
ball into Johnston’s right hand.

“The � rst-ever out by the Napa 
Silverados,” Ramirez says. 

Johnston’s eyes look bluer be-
hind the tears that well up in them. 
His kni� ed brow unravels, and his 
taut jaw loosens into a smile. He 
holds the ball with his � ngertips as 
if it’s a delicate jewel. 

It’s a tangible embodiment of 
a team and a dream, stitched to-
gether by a community. Johnston 
scribbles the date on the ball. 

On the � eld, before stepping 
to the plate for the � rst time, As-
bury-Heath scribbles something, 
too. In the dirt with his bat, he 
writes a le� er C in honor of his 
grandmother Clara, who a� ended 
every game when he was a kid. It’s 
his way of keeping her there with 
him, he says, and a reminder to 
never give up. He smacks an RBI 
double, part of what will become a 
seven-run � rst inning and an even-
tual 12-3 win. 

Johnston pauses to relish the 
moment, and then gets back to the 
urgent business of the hour. He has 
more people to thank for coming.

Kimberley Lovato is a freelance 
writer from California who’s a 
sucker for a game-day hot dog. 
Email her at klovato@icloud.com. LOCATIONS  NAT IONWIDE WWW.K1SPEED .COM
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