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Never sell Lou Piniella short when it comes
to the development of young shortstops.

As manager of the Seattle Mariners in the
late-1990s, he had a father-son relationship
with budding superstar Alex Rodriguez.

In 2007, Piniella’s first season managing
the Cubs, his keen eye envisioned Ryan
Theriot starting at shortstop. Theriot soon
replaced Cesar Izturis, whom the Cubs had
acquired for that position.

This spring, Piniella may have a chance to
help develop a rising star in
top prospect Starlin Castro.

Castro, who turns 20 on
March 24, has been invited to
major-league camp. If Castro
performs in the Cactus
League as he did in the high-
ly regarded Arizona Fall
League—where he hit .376—
he may have a chance to stick
as the Cubs’ starting shortstop.

Theriot, though, wouldn’t be
forced to play second fiddle.
He would fill a void at second
base, a trouble spot since
Mark DeRosa was traded after
the 2008 season.

“I’d certainly move if Starlin
was ready to play the position,” said
Theriot, whose arm and range ideally seem
better suited for second base. “Too often,
players are worried about keeping their
position rather than what’s good for the
team. If the organization says he’s ready,
and I mean ready to help us win, second
base will be fine for me.”

Castro, signed in 2006 as a 16-year-old
out of the Dominican Republic, heads a
group of promising middle infielders pro-
gressing through the system. The Cubs also
have high hopes for the likes of Darwin
Barney, DJ LeMahieu, Ryan Flaherty, and
South Korean prospect Hak-Ju Lee.

In 2009, Castro hit .302 in 96 games at
Class-A Daytona. He earned a promotion
to Double-A Tennessee, where he batted
.288 in 31 games.

Perhaps most impressive was that Castro
struck out just 12 times in 111 at-bats

against better competition in Double A. 
He also showed speed, finishing with 28

steals in 39 attempts at the two levels. If
there was a red flag, it was his 39 errors.

But after impressing Arizona Fall League
scouts, he earned an invitation to big-league
camp in Mesa, Ariz.

Predicting power potential for Castro,
who stands 6-0 and weighs 190, can be
difficult at such a tender age. None-
theless, scouts have told The Inside Pitch
that Castro compares with National
League batting champion Hanley Ramirez
at a similar stage.

Ramirez never hit more than eight
home runs in a minor-league season. Yet
as a 22-year-old rookie in 2006, he hit his
stride as a five-tool player for the Florida
Marlins. He clubbed 17 homers that sea-
son before averaging 29 from 2007-09.

“I believe the player [Castro] is going to
hit for power one day,” said a baseball ex-
ecutive who watched Castro play 15 times
in the AFL. “He already has good gap
power. And the kid runs well, usually 4.0
to 4.1 [seconds] to first base. In the field,
he is free and easy with a ‘7’ arm [on the
2-to-8 scouting scale].”

This baseball man wasn’t concerned that
Castro made almost 40 errors last season:
“If I remember correctly, [Derek] Jeter
made over 50 in the minors [56 in 1993 at
Class A]. The kid [Castro] has outstanding
range and gets to balls that other young
shortstops won’t. That would account for
some of the errors. The others were proba-
bly on throws he shouldn’t have made. That
will come with experience.”

The question is whether Castro will be
ready for the majors this season. “Difficult
to say,” the baseball man said. “But you
see the ascension of a lot of young short-
stops now at the same age.”

The final decision will rest with general
manager Jim Hendry, assistant GM Randy
Bush, vice president of player personnel
Oneri Fleita and, of course, Piniella.

In 1995, “A-Rod” alternated between
Triple A and Seattle, logging 54 games in
the minors and 48 for Piniella’s Mariners.

The next season, at age 20, Rodriguez hit
a major-league-best .358 with 54 doubles,
36 homers and 123 RBIs.

The point isn’t that Castro is another A-
Rod but rather that Piniella isn’t afraid to
develop talented young players.

Concerns about putting too much pres-
sure on Castro seem valid. Still, Milwau-
kee and Texas both were successful pro-
moting young shortstops in 2009.

At 22, Alcides Escobar hit over .300 for
the Brewers after coming up to replace
veteran J.J. Hardy. In Texas, 20-year-old
Elvis Andrus delighted the Rangers by hit-
ting .267 and stealing 33 bases in 145
games. To accommodate Andrus’ skills,
the Rangers controversially switched 2008
Gold Glove winner Michael Young to third
base. Young initially balked but went on
to have his best season since 2005.

“We are in the earning business,” Fleita
said. “This kid [Castro] earned his invite to
camp. He certainly exceeded anything we
could have expected last year. As a base-
ball executive, I haven’t said this often,
but he’s a guy I would pay to watch. 

“I don’t believe in protecting players. At
this point, you let him be a kid. You expose
him to what you can and throw as much at
him as possible. It’s all part of the devel-
opment. He’ll have to deal with the good
and the bad. His experience in spring train-
ing with the rest of our major-league play-
ers will give him a true measure of where
he stacks up.”

Fleita sees a bright future for the Cubs’
infield with this current cast of prospects.

“It seems the ascension of outstanding
prospects at shortstop comes in waves,” he
said. “It doesn’t seem long ago we were
talking about Chipper Jones, Derek Jeter,
Alex Rodriguez and Edgar Renteria. Now,
15 years later, you have both Escobar kids
[Alcides and Yunel] in Milwaukee and At-
lanta, and Andrus in Texas.

“And now we have Castro. I think every-
thing goes in cycles. And from my stand-
point, I’m glad we’re part of that cycle.”

So is Piniella, who no doubt would play
father to anyone who can help him win.

“You expose

[Castro] to what

you can and 

throw as much at

him as possible.

It’s all part of 

the development.”
—Oneri Fleita, 

VP of player personnel

Still a teen, Castro has earned chance to impress Piniella

Young gun
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