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• Chicago Sun-Times, New Cubs pitching coach opens 2019 without closer Brandon Morrow (elbow 

surgery) 
https://chicago.suntimes.com/sports/chicago-cubs-tommy-hottovy-pitching-coach-2018/  
 

• Chicago Sun-Times, Former Cubs infielder Luis Valbuena dies in car accident in Venezuela 
https://chicago.suntimes.com/sports/former-cubs-infielder-luis-valbuena-dies-in-car-accident-in-
venezuela/   

 
• Daily Herald, Cubs closer Morrow might not be ready for start of season 

https://www.dailyherald.com/sports/20181206/cubs-closer-morrow-might-not-be-ready-for-start-
of-season  

 
• The Athletic, Why Theo Epstein’s budget issues are real and Bryce Harper looks like a long shot for 

the Cubs 
https://theathletic.com/699617/2018/12/06/why-theo-epsteins-budget-issues-are-real-and-bryce-
harper-looks-like-a-long-shot-for-the-cubs/  

 
• The Athletic, The ‘reckoning’ is here and Theo Epstein says, ‘You should judge us on how we play 

next year’ 
https://theathletic.com/700620/2018/12/07/the-reckoning-is-here-and-theo-epstein-says-you-
should-judge-us-on-how-we-play-next-year/  

 
• Cubs.com, Cubs, Epstein expect active Winter Meetings 

https://www.mlb.com/cubs/news/cubs-theo-epstein-expects-busy-winter-meetings/c-301562508  
 

• Cubs.com, Theo: Internal growth more vital than FA splash 
https://www.mlb.com/cubs/news/theo-epstein-talks-cubs-free-agent-interest/c-301548572  
 

• Cubs.com, Morrow had elbow surgery, may miss start of '19 
https://www.mlb.com/cubs/news/brandon-morrow-had-elbow-surgery-in-november/c-301547694  

 
• Cubs.com, Hottovy pitching coach as Cubs finalize staff 

https://www.mlb.com/cubs/news/cubs-hire-tommy-hottovy-as-pitching-coach/c-301546268  
 
• ESPNChicago.com, Cubs closer Brandon Morrow will likely miss start of 2019 season after elbow 

surgery 
http://www.espn.com/mlb/story/_/id/25471333/chicago-cubs-closer-brandon-morrow-likely-miss-
start-season-due-elbow-surgery  

 
• ESPNChicago.com, Cubs might have to get creative without budget for a winter meetings splash 

http://www.espn.com/mlb/story/_/id/25461136/cubs-get-creative-budget-winter-meetings-splash  
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• NBC Sports Chicago, Former Cubs infielder Luis Valbuena dies in car accident Thursday in 

Venezuela 
https://www.nbcsports.com/chicago/cubs/former-cubs-infielder-luis-valbuena-dies-car-accident-
thursday-venezuela  

 
• NBC Sports Chicago, Bullpen jumps to forefront of Cubs offseason wish list after Brandon Morrow 

news 
https://www.nbcsports.com/chicago/cubs/bullpen-jumps-forefront-cubs-offseason-wish-list-after-
brandon-morrow-news-strop-injury-closer  

 
• NBC Sports Chicago, Cubs name Tommy Hottovy pitching coach, announce other coaching staff 

additions 
https://www.nbcsports.com/chicago/cubs/cubs-name-tommy-hottovy-pitching-coach-announce-
other-coaching-staff-additions  

 
• NBC Sports Chicago, Cubs know NL Central is going to be a dogfight: 'We have our work cut out for 

us' 
https://www.nbcsports.com/chicago/cubs/cubs-know-nl-central-going-be-dogfight-we-have-our-
work-cut-out-us-goldschmidt-cardinals-brewers  

 
• Chicago Tribune, Former Cubs infielder Luis Valbuena killed in a car accident in Venezuela 

https://www.chicagotribune.com/sports/baseball/cubs/ct-spt-cubs-luis-valbuena-killed-car-
accident-20181207-story.html  
 

• Chicago Tribune, Source: Cubs interested in free-agent pitcher Joakim Soria 
https://www.chicagotribune.com/sports/baseball/cubs/ct-spt-cubs-joakim-soria-20181206-
story.html  

 
• Chicago Tribune, Cubs closer Brandon Morrow likely won't be ready for the start of the 2019 

season after undergoing elbow surgery 
https://www.chicagotribune.com/sports/baseball/cubs/ct-spt-cubs-brandon-morrow-injury-
20181206-story.html  

 
• Chicago Tribune, Cubs name Tommy Hottovy pitching coach; former major-league pitcher was 

advance scouting coordinator 
https://www.chicagotribune.com/sports/baseball/cubs/ct-spt-cubs-tommy-hottovy-pitching-coach-
20181206-story.html  

 
-- 
 
Chicago Sun-Times 
New Cubs pitching coach opens 2019 without closer Brandon Morrow (elbow surgery) 
By Gordon Wittenmyer 
 
The Cubs finally announced the hiring of their third pitching coach in three years Thursday, promoting 
pitching strategist Tommy Hottovy to replace Jim Hickey. 
 
The decision comes just in time to help figure out the late innings next April with closer Brandon 
Morrow on the disabled list and to help fix Tyler Chatwood and his historic command problems. 
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As if the Cubs’ tight winter budget and Paul Goldschmidt’s trade to the Cardinals didn’t make the 2019 
season look daunting enough already. 
 
With the winter meetings just a few days away, president Theo Epstein revealed Thursday that Morrow 
underwent an arthroscopic clean-out surgery on his pitching elbow early last month and isn’t expected 
to start throwing again until early February, significantly raising the stakes on adding bullpen depth the 
club already sought. 
 
“Based on the rehab schedule, it could potentially affect his availability in April,” said Epstein, whose 
bullpen returns Pedro Strop, who filled in for Morrow as the closer during the second half of last season. 
“We’ll certainly have to set things up a little bit differently the first few weeks of the season. 
 
“It kind of underscores the need for depth and late-game options early in the year.” 
 
Morrow missed the entire second half in 2018 because of elbow soreness that eventually was diagnosed 
as a stress-reaction bone bruise. Morrow and the team said as the season ended that rest would provide 
the cure and allow for a full recovery. 
 
“As we gave him plenty of time to heal from the bone bruise, we felt a lot better, but his elbow didn’t 
feel perfect, didn’t feel quite as he expected it should,” said Epstein, who described the surgery as a 
“quick cleanup of some cartilage and bone in there.” 
 
He said Morrow appears to have responded well to the surgery. 
 
“I think it’ll be a positive for him,” Epstein said. “It’ll mean that we’ve completely addressed the issue 
that was bothering him last year instead of waiting for him to come back to make sure, and it also could 
really help him be strong later in the season from that respect.” 
 
Welcome to your first big-league pitching coach assignment, Tommy. 
 
Hottovy, 37, pitched briefly for the Red Sox and Royals before finishing his career as a non-roster invitee 
with the Cubs in spring of 2014. 
 
He has spent the last four seasons in a scouting and strategy role for the Cubs’ staff, working closely 
with strategy coach Mike Borzello, bullpen coach Lester Strode and pitching coaches Chris Bosio and 
Hickey. 
 
“We wanted to maintain that continuity as best we could,” said Epstein, who said another club asked 
permission to interview Hottovy for a pitching coach job, adding, “and I think we would have lost him 
but for this move. But that’s not why we made it. We felt like he was the best person, and those three 
individuals — Tommy, Borz and Lester — were the right guys to bet on to keep supporting our pitching 
staff. 
 
“Tommy’s a tremendous communicator, great worker, great teammate, and he’s got terrific 
relationships with the pitchers,” Epstein said, praising Hottovy’s tech skills and calling him a “problem 
solver.” 
 
If Morrow’s early absence won’t give him a chance to prove that last point, Chatwood’s response to a 
franchise-record walk rate in 2018 will. 
 



 
“Tyler and Tommy have a strong relationship, and there’s a chance that some new eyes and a new voice 
might help Tyler make the adjustments that he’s determined to make to get back on track and 
contribute this year,” Epstein said. 
 
Note: The Cubs also announced that former big-league outfielder Terrmel Sledge has been hired as 
assistant hitting coach, replacing Andy Haines, who was hired away by the Brewers. Sledge will work 
with first-year Cubs hitting coach Anthony Iapoce, who replaces Chili Davis. The Cubs also added former 
big-league outfielder Chris Denorfia to the staff as a quality assurance coach. 
 
-- 
 
Chicago Sun-Times 
Former Cubs infielder Luis Valbuena dies in car accident in Venezuela 
By Sun-Times Wire 
 
Former Chicago Cubs player Luis Valbuena and former major leaguer José Castillo were killed in a car 
accident Friday morning in Venezuela, according to a Venezuelan Winter League team they played for. 
 
The Cardenales de Lara team posted about the deaths at 12:38 a.m., describing the traffic accident as “a 
horrible tragedy.” 
 
Estamos viviendo una horrible tragedia en Cardenales de Lara. Perdimos a nuestros jugadores Luis 
Valbuena y José Castillo en un accidente de tránsito. 
 
— Cardenales de Lara (@CardenalesDice) December 7, 2018 
 
Valbuena, 33, was a Cubs infielder from 2012 to 2014. He was traded to the Astros ahead of the 2015 
season and rotated through other teams before his release from the Angels this August. 
 
“We are saddened by the passing of former Cub Luis Valbuena,” the Cubs tweeted Friday morning. “The 
#Cubs organization sends its condolences to his family and friends.” 
 
Castillo, 37, most recently played with the Astros in 2008. 
 
We are saddened by the tragic news that Luis Valbuena and former major leaguer José Castillo have 
died in a car accident. – MLB (@MLB) December 7, 2018 
 
-- 
 
Daily Herald 
Cubs closer Morrow might not be ready for start of season 
By Bruce Miles 
 
Chicago Cubs president Theo Epstein has maintained radio silence for much of the early off-season. 
 
Once again, Epstein and general manager Jed Hoyer have been overseeing changes to the coaching staff 
and trying to put together a roster for the 2019 season. 
 
They finalized the coaching staff Thursday by announcing that Tommy Hottovy has been promoted from 
within to become the team's pitching coach, replacing Jim Hickey, who resigned for personal reasons. 
 



 
Hottovy will have his hands full when it comes to the bullpen. 
 
After sitting on the information for a month, Epstein revealed -- when questioned Thursday -- that closer 
Brandon Morrow had an arthroscopic surgical procedure last month to clean up debris from his right 
elbow. 
 
Morrow, who did not pitch after the all-star break because of elbow discomfort, won't start throwing 
again until Feb. 6, and he may not be available to start the 2019 season at full strength. 
 
"This is the first time we were asked about him, so I'll answer it," Epstein said during an informal news 
conference at Wrigley Field ahead of next week's winter meetings in Las Vegas. 
 
"We gave him plenty of time to heal from the bone bruise. He felt a lot better, but his elbow didn't feel 
perfect. It wasn't feeling quite as he was expecting it should feel as the bone bruise was allowed to feel. 
As a similar case with (starting pitcher Yu) Darvish, we made the decision to go in and do a quick scope 
of him. 
 
"They did a quick cleanup of some cartilage in there, a quick debridement arthroscopically. He's feeling 
really good one month post-op. Based on the rehab schedule, it could potentially affect his availability in 
April. That probably doesn't give him enough time to be fully 100 percent ready Opening Day, but we 
think shortly thereafter." 
 
Epstein answered questions on an array of subjects, including the St. Louis Cardinals acquiring star first 
baseman Paul Goldschmidt in a trade Wednesday from the Arizona Diamondbacks. That trade should 
strengthen the Cubs' National League Central rivals. 
 
"It was a great division before that trade and even better now," Epstein said. "To be expected. The 
Cardinals do a great job producing young talent and have a lot of depth of young players. 
 
"It just reinforces that the NL Central is to be earned. We have our work cut out for us, and that's how it 
should be." 
 
The Cubs are expected to be active at the winter meetings, probably more so in trade talks than in 
pursuit of big-ticket free agents. Although most Cubs fans would love to see the Cubs make a big run at 
free-agent right fielder Bryce Harper, Epstein sounded a sobering note. 
 
"It's really a similar dynamic in a lot of ways that it is every year," he said. "We get a budget. We always 
operate within a budget. There aren't sort of artificial constraints. We're not overly guided by the CBA 
(collective-bargaining agreement) although you take it into account for strategic purposes, especially 
over the long haul. But like any good business, we have a budget, and you adhere to it. 
 
"The headline with the budget is that we're extraordinarily lucky to have the financial support that we 
do from ownership. It's a top-six payroll, at least, every year, more than enough to win. We've won 
more games than any other club the last four years. 
 
"That proves it's more than enough to win. We'll have probably a higher payroll this coming year than 
we've had in any year in the past. 
 
"If there are limitations or there is a need to get creative, it just underscores the fact that we have to do 
a better job and we have to find value and efficiency on the roster." 
 



 
With the coaching staff, the Cubs promoted Hottovy from coordinator of advance scouting. He has been 
a fixture in the clubhouse the last several years, going over video with pitchers and helping to prepare 
game plans with catching/strategy coach Mike Borzello, who was promoted to associate pitching coach. 
 
Lester Strode remains bullpen coach as he enters his 31st season in the Cubs organization. 
 
"Tommy's been a really valued member of the staff for four years now," Epstein said. "In a lot of ways, 
Mike Borzello and Lester Strode have been a significant part of our successful pitching structure. We 
wanted to maintain that continuity the best we could. 
 
"Tommy was somebody was actually asked about by another club as pitching coach. I think we would 
have lost him but for this move. But that's not why we made it. We felt like he was the best person." 
 
The Cubs also named Terrmel Sledge assistant hitting coach and Chris Denorfia quality assurance coach. 
Denorfia played for the Cubs in 2015. 
 
-- 
 
The Athletic 
Why Theo Epstein’s budget issues are real and Bryce Harper looks like a long shot for the Cubs 
By Patrick Mooney 
 
Forget about Kris Bryant’s Instagram account and the choreographed photos with his buddy from Las 
Vegas. The signs keep pointing toward the Cubs not signing Bryce Harper … unless Theo Epstein has a 
top-secret plan, a workaround to the franchise’s financial structures and the greatest poker face ever. 
 
So … you’re saying there’s a chance? 
 
Well, Epstein’s reputation as a dealmaker and a risk-taker might be the only thing the Cubs have going 
for them when they check into the Mandalay Bay Resort and Casino and sequester themselves in a suite 
during next week’s winter meetings in Las Vegas. 
 
It’s the front-office equivalent of the old Yankee Stadium’s Mystique and Aura, which Curt Schilling – the 
big-game pitcher who helped Epstein make his bones with the Boston Red Sox – once dismissed as 
“dancers in a nightclub.” It’s the off-the-field version of Jason Heyward spinning this year’s Game 163 
loss to the Milwaukee Brewers and looking forward to the wild-card game against the Colorado Rockies: 
“We’ve been fortunate enough to see a lot of crazy shit happen the last few years. Just keep adding on 
to the story.” (Narrator voice: They didn’t.) 
 
It’s not just what Epstein said during Thursday’s media session on the third floor of the team’s Waveland 
Avenue office tower next to Wrigley Field. It’s the perceptions of agents in contact with the Cubs. It’s the 
sense from other teams observing the Cubs in the early stages of the offseason. It’s the logical extension 
of all these different forces: free-agent miscalculations; young players getting exponentially more 
expensive through the arbitration system; the value of trade chips dropping after a disappointing 
season; a bottom-tier farm system; the Ricketts family’s operating philosophy as the team’s majority 
owner. 
 
One month ago, at the general manager meetings in Southern California, Epstein said, “We haven’t 
ruled anything in or anything out.” 
 



 
“Which is still the stance that we have,” Epstein said Thursday. “I just think we’d have to get really 
creative to add dollars of real significance. That’s still the case. Things would have to be sequenced in a 
certain way.” 
 
The Cubs are not talking or acting like a team that’s about to offer Harper the biggest contract in the 
history of professional sports. See: Picking up Cole Hamels’ $20 million option in conjunction with the 
Drew Smyly salary-dump trade to the Rangers and the Cubs sitting back as Jesse Chavez signed a two-
year, $8 million deal with Texas. 
 
How about this sequencing: Epstein revealed Thursday that Brandon Morrow underwent an 
arthroscopic debridement procedure on his right elbow on Nov. 6. Chavez’s agreement with the Rangers 
leaked out to the media on Nov. 27. So even with last year’s first-half closer expected to miss Opening 
Day 2019, the Cubs passed on bringing back a super-utility pitcher who filled so many needs for manager 
Joe Maddon and earned so much respect in the clubhouse for his guts and preparation. 
 
Hmmm…maybe the Cubs aren’t sandbagging in the Harper negotiations. 
 
Epstein has already sharpened his focus on adding to the bullpen, though it’s unclear if the Cubs would 
be willing and able to win a bidding war for someone like Zach Britton or Andrew Miller. Morrow – who 
didn’t throw a pitch after the All-Star break while dealing with the bone bruise/biceps 
inflammation/forearm discomfort – isn’t expected to begin his throwing program until early February. 
Meaning Morrow – who notched 22 saves and put up a 1.47 ERA this year – might not be available by 
April. 
 
“We always operate within a budget,” Epstein said. “There aren’t sort of artificial constraints. We’re not 
overly guided by the CBA, although you take it into account for strategic purposes, especially over the 
long haul. But like any good business, we have a budget and we adhere to it. 
 
“I don’t talk about it publicly in specifics. It just doesn’t make sense strategically to do that. And I think 
the headline with the budget is that we’re extraordinarily lucky to have the financial support that we do 
from ownership. It’s a top-six payroll at least every year, more than enough to win. We’ve won more 
games than any other club the last four years. That proves it’s more than enough to win. 
 
“We’ll have probably a higher payroll this coming year than we’ve had at any point in the past. We have 
to do an outstanding job with what we have. And what we have is a lot, so if there are limitations or if 
there’s a need to get creative, it just underscores the fact that we have to do a better job.” 
 
With salary commitments and projections soaring past $200 million for 2019, the Cubs are already 
shifting their messaging, concentrating on internal improvements and hoping small changes can add up 
to make a big difference. As expected, the Cubs promoted run prevention coordinator Tommy Hottovy 
to pitching coach, added special assistant Chris Denorfia to Maddon’s staff as the quality assurance 
coach and expanded the title for Mike Borzello, who is now the catching/strategy coach and associate 
pitching coach. 
 
“We have to find value and efficiency on the roster,” Epstein said. “If you look at the seven-year arc of 
our core players, we’re four years into it. We’ve always known that at the beginning, as they’re 
minimum-salaried players, we’d have the greatest flexibility possible to add around them and have 
other salaried players on the roster. 
 



 
“As we’ve moved into this phase, where they’re making real money in arbitration and there are other 
long-term commitments on the way, including ones that are not returning great value for the 
commitment, (we knew) that it would become increasingly challenging. 
 
“It’s not a surprise. You get a budget for any one year and then you have to make hard decisions.” 
 
What are the Vegas odds for this? Another team wants Heyward, who has no-trade protections and 
more than $100 million remaining on the final five seasons of his contract. And Epstein pressures 
ownership into more spending after committing $185 million to Morrow, Yu Darvish and Tyler 
Chatwood last offseason. And a Scott Boras client expecting a record-setting contract gives the Cubs a 
discount. 
 
What a difference between Epstein’s tone now and his brutal honesty during that 71-minute, end-of-
season press conference/vent session. 
 
“If you look at the amount of money committed on this year’s team,” Epstein said, “and what our 
payroll will be next year and how talented our team will be, I think it will be an afterthought once we 
start playing baseball if we do our jobs.” 
 
-- 
 
The Athletic 
The ‘reckoning’ is here and Theo Epstein says, ‘You should judge us on how we play next year’ 
By Sahadev Sharma 
 
Listen to Theo Epstein talk and there’s no doubt that in his mind that the end of the 2018 season was a 
failure. Despite 95 wins, a fourth-straight playoff appearance and an MVP-caliber performance by Javier 
Báez, the Cubs aren’t a one-and-done playoff game. 
 
Epstein recognizes that, and according to him, so does everyone throughout the organization. So in 
Epstein’s words, 2019 will be the season where they rectify those issues. If certain players can’t fix 
themselves, they will be weeded out. 
 
“This year is really a reckoning in a lot of ways,” Epstein told reporters who gathered at the team’s 
executive offices adjacent to an under-construction Wrigley Field. “We do have a lot to prove. Which 
sounds funny coming off 95 wins. I feel like we underperformed. I think you’re going to see a really 
highly motivated group of players out there. Whether we have a big offseason or more nuanced 
offseason, you should judge us on how we play next year.” 
 
But the more Epstein talks, the clearer it’s becoming that the biggest changes may have to come from 
within. While fans dream of another free-spending winter, Epstein continues to set expectations much 
lower as far as offseason moves go. Epstein talked about adding bench depth, bullpen help and a quality 
contact hitter who can hit great pitching. Nowhere in his missives was there a suggestion about a 
middle-of-the-order presence reshaping this lineup. 
 
With his hands tied by a budget put in place by ownership, those restraints will likely keep the Cubs out 
of the bidding for big names like Bryce Harper or Manny Machado, either of whom would be a quick-fix 
for an offense that Epstein himself described as “broken” just two months ago, Epstein seems focused 
on finding ways to improve upon what he already has. 
 



 
“No one hitter, especially in the seas where we’re fishing, is going to transform the offense,” Epstein 
said. “It’s gonna be a continued evolution of a group really, really talented position players that 
stumbled badly in the second half last year. I don’t think that’s who we are, I think we’re better than 
that. As our core players progress along the salary structure, they progress into their primes. And that 
was the primary way we’re going to compensate for having less available payroll. It’s going to be the 
continued development of our players. Last year was not a great year for that. So we’re really focused 
on ways that we can get guys back on track and have them continue to progress and continue to get 
better. There’s a lot of room for improvement with our offense with how we performed last year, but 
there’s tremendous potential and talent on this roster as it exists right now.” 
 
What Epstein is looking for is a healthy Kris Bryant to return to his pre-2018 form, which shouldn’t be 
too much of a stretch. He also needs a focused Willson Contreras performing like an All-Star catcher. But 
Kyle Schwarber and/or Ian Happ must take the next step in their development, whether that means a 
drop in strikeouts or a jump in batting average, preferably both. Anthony Rizzo avoiding a dreadful April 
and Báez repeating his 2018 surely wouldn’t hurt either. 
 
What will the Cubs get out of Jason Heyward? Can Ben Zobrist put together another solid late-30s 
season? Will Albert Almora Jr. show he’s an everyday player? Will Addison Russell be on the roster? 
 
“We underperformed last year and won 95 games,” Epstein said. “We have a roster full of players were 
really impactful in winning a World Series years ago and are now further along into their prime. And we 
have limitations like every team does. You can’t just keep shopping without making this fit for your 
roster, for your payroll and for the situation that you’re in.” 
 
But as the Cubs focus on internal improvements and upgrades along the margins, the arch-rival St. Louis 
Cardinals are being aggressive to ensure they don’t miss the playoffs for fourth straight year. 
 
Paul Goldschmidt, one of the most consistent offensive forces in baseball (for players with at least 3,000 
plate appearances, Goldschmidt’s 149 wRC+ since 2013 ranks fourth, behind only Mike Trout, Joey Votto 
and Miguel Cabrera), will be an anchor in the middle of St. Louis’ lineup in 2019. And with money 
burning a hole in their pocket, the Cardinals are going to be aggressive in their quest to not only catch 
the Cubs, but pass them up. Expect Goldschmidt to be just the first in a series of moves that sets them 
up to be a true contender next summer. That they were able to add Goldschmidt without removing any 
expected key contributors to their 2019 team is a testament to the amount of depth they’ve created in 
their organization. 
 
“It was a great division before that trade and it’s even better now,” Epstein said. “It’s to be expected. I 
said the same exact thing last year, I believe. The Cardinals do a great job producing young talent and 
have a lot of depth of young players. Last winter it made a lot of sense to consolidate a lot of their 
younger talent and resources into one really impactful player. And they did that with the (Marcell) 
Ozuna trade. Not having made the playoffs three years in a row and having that kind of depth of young 
talent, we expected them to make another consolidation type move for a great player. And they 
certainly got a truly elite player in Paul Goldschmidt. It just reinforces that the NL Central is to be 
earned. We have our work cut out for us and that’s how it should be.” 
 
The Cubs are already a second-place team to the Milwaukee Brewers, a team that no one expects to go 
away next season. The Cardinals are quickly improving and the pesky Cincinnati Reds are looking to be 
aggressive in adding pitching and outfield help to their roster, while also expecting top prospect Nick 
Senzel to impact the club next summer. 
 



 
Last year, the Cubs entered the season as the clear favorites in the division. According to Epstein, the 
“sophisticated projections” had them winning the Central with 95 wins. As it turned out, they hit that 
number exactly. All it got them was a second-place finish and their earliest October exit since this playoff 
run began. 
 
“It doesn’t keep you warm at night,” Epstein said of the projections. “You have to come together as a 
team, you have to come with a real purpose, you have to overcome the adversity over the course of a 
year. You saw the projections, what they’re worth in the end. We won the exact number of games we 
were projected to and it wasn’t good enough. You saw what the end result was. 
 
“There are going to be other years where on paper it’s tightly bunched right at the top of the division. 
It’s going to be really competitive just based on pure talent. What truly will separate are all the factors 
that occur during the course of a season. Actually going out and executing, performing up to your 
potential and the myriad of things that come up during the course of a season. That’s going to be the 
dynamic of the division this year. You saw who the Cardinals got (Wednesday) and what the Brewers 
were able to accomplish last year. Whoever wins the NL Central, it’s going to have to be earned. As it 
should be.” 
 
All the while, Epstein seems focused on steering the conversation away from the Bryce Harper 
sweepstakes and onto a roster he believes is much better than what we saw last season. And in his 
mind, the way they exited the postseason will be all the motivation the team needs to rekindle that 
sense of urgency that’s seemingly lacked since they celebrated on a rainy Progressive Field over two 
years ago. 
 
“We have a highly motivated group based nothing else but how last season ended,” Epstein said. “I think 
everyone associated with last year’s team recognizes that that was not our best. So by definition, there’s 
a lot to fix. And if we’re accountable for that, and I’m not just talking about the players, I’m talking about 
the players, the coaches, Joe, me, us in the front office, it starts with being accountable for falling short. 
Even in a year when we won 95, we absolutely were not at our best, we absolutely failed in the end and 
fell short. Then you get set about the work of making improvements and getting better. And that’s what 
this offseason is about in a lot of ways.” 
 
Perhaps if he weren’t stymied by the budget restrictions put in place by ownership, he’d be singing a 
different tune. Epstein isn’t wrong when he talks about the potential for the cure to what ails this group 
on offense is already in place. It’s not hard to envision a scenario where this offense lives up to the hype 
for a full season. All the ingredients are there for them to take off at the plate. 
 
But should internal improvements be Epstein’s main focus when improvements need to be made? 
Probably not. The Cubs are in the middle of a clear contention cycle, a window that optimistically shuts 
in 2021 when much of the core will reach the open market. Not when division rivals continue to stack 
talent. It’s only fair for fans to hear Epstein declare the offense “broken” and expect he’d go out and add 
a generational talent in his mid-20s, the type of player to rarely hit the open market, to fix it. 
 
But all that along with the creeping reality that much of the division seems primed to catch up to or 
even pass the Cubs isn’t going to change the direction of this offseason. Epstein and company must rely 
on what they already have. 
 
“I understand the desire for a big name every winter,” Epstein said. “There will be winters where we do 
acquire big names and there will be winters where we don’t acquire big names. I don’t know what 
category this winter will fall into yet, but there’s a chance it’s going to be a winter where we don’t 
acquire a big name from outside the organization. That does not represent a failure. We should be 



 
judged by the product on the field. We should be judged by how many games we win. We should be 
judged on whether we make the playoffs. And we should be judged on how we perform in October.” 
 
As Cubs fans pine for a Harper or Machado signing to counter the Cardinals and Goldschmidt. The reality 
is that they may have to settle for improvements from Bryant, Contreras, Happ and Schwarber. And 
right now, Epstein seems to believe that that should be enough. 
 
 
-- 
 
Cubs.com 
Cubs, Epstein expect active Winter Meetings 
By Jordan Bastian 
 
CHICAGO -- There is a growing sense that baseball's offseason is about to gather a head of steam. Cubs 
president of baseball operations Theo Epstein reinforced that feeling when asked this week if he felt the 
upcoming Winter Meetings would be active. 
 
"Really active," Epstein said. "It seems like there's plenty of trade talk and still a lot of good free agents 
out there, and a couple of moves that have already occurred. That's only going to set the stage for 
increased activity in the next week or so. You guys will be busy." 
 
Epstein and the Cubs' brass will head to Las Vegas' Mandalay Bay Resort & Casino for MLB's annual 
gathering, which runs Monday-Thursday. Chicago has been lingering on the fringe of the rumors swirling 
around superstar free-agent Bryce Harper -- friends with Cubs slugger Kris Bryant -- but will likely be 
more active on the trade front to address its offseason goals. 
 
The Cubs' main priority is to find a way to learn from the abrupt ending to last season's 95-win 
campaign, which concluded with a loss to the Brewers in a division-clinching tiebreaker and then a 
defeat to the Rockies in the National League Wild Card Game. Milwaukee heads to Vegas as the reigning 
NL Central champions and the Cubs' rival, St. Louis, just reeled in Paul Goldschmidt via trade. 
 
"It just reinforces that the NL Central has to be earned," Epstein said. "We have our work cut out for us, 
and that's how it should be." 
 
Club needs 
The Cubs feel that their rotation -- featuring Jon Lester, Cole Hamels, Kyle Hendricks, Yu Darvish and 
Jose Quintana -- can be the backbone of their team. The needs are sprinkled throughout the rest of the 
roster. Chicago could use help in the bullpen, especially depth for the later innings. A backup catcher 
and utility infielder are on the to-do list. Perhaps a complementary outfielder will be on the menu. One 
priority is also to add some veteran leadership to the clubhouse. 
 
Whom might they trade? 
Epstein has emphasized that creativity will be needed if the Cubs want to add "dollars of real 
significance" to the fold this offseason. That means freeing up payroll via trade, if possible. The most 
obvious candidates would be right fielder Jason Heyward ($106 million remaining through 2023) or 
right-hander Tyler Chatwood ($25.5 million through '20). Moving those contracts may prove unrealistic, 
so the Cubs' front office will need to be open-minded to multiple scenarios. 
 



 
"We're certainly open and active in trade talks with a lot of deals that usually don't come to fruition," 
Epstein said. "So, we may make some trades. We could make big ones that transform the roster. We 
may make smaller complementary ones. But there's certain things we'd like to accomplish." 
 
Prospects to know 
Pitcher Adbert Alzolay (No. 2 on the Cubs' Top 30 list, per MLB Pipeline) should be poised for a normal 
Spring Training after a right lat strain ended his season with Triple-A Iowa in late May. That injury cost 
Alzolay a chance to contend for a spot in Chicago when health woes hit the MLB staff. Lefty Justin Steele 
(No. 8) was added to the 40-man roster last month, taking him off the board for Rule 5 Draft eligibility. 
Top 30 prospects Trevor Clifton (No. 17), Jhonny Pereda (No. 20) and Erling Moreno (No. 26) will be 
eligible. Chicago's No. 1 prospect is catcher Miguel Amaya. 
 
Rule 5 Draft 
The Cubs currently have four vacancies on their 40-man roster, but that does not mean the team will be 
active in the Rule 5 Draft. In fact, Chicago has only made one Rule 5 pick in the past five years and none 
in each of the last three. The Cubs' most successful Rule 5 Draft pick in the past decade was righty 
Hector Rondon in 2012. 
 
Payroll summary 
The preemptive move of trading lefty Drew Smyly (owed $7 million in '19) before picking up Hamels' $20 
million team option was an early sign that moving money is likely a requirement for taking more on right 
now. Between guaranteed contracts, arbitration projections, pre-arb deals and other financial 
estimates, Chicago looks to be north of the first tier ($206 million) of the luxury-tax threshold. 
 
"We're extraordinarily lucky to have the financial support that we do from ownership," Epstein said. 
"We've won more games than any other club the last four years. That proves that it's more than enough 
to win. We'll have probably a higher payroll this coming year than we've had at any point in the past. We 
have to do an outstanding job with what we have and what we have is a lot." 
 
-- 
 
Cubs.com 
Theo: Internal growth more vital than FA splash 
By Jordan Bastian 
 
CHICAGO -- The view from the third floor of the Cubs' offices off Waveland Ave. offers a look over the 
left-field wall of Wrigley Field. On Thursday afternoon, the famous ballpark sat cold, empty and under 
renovation in the midst of a winter that arrived far earlier than the team had hoped. 
 
"The end of the season is not something that we should avert our eyes from," said Theo Epstein, the 
Cubs' president of baseball operations. "It can be a great teaching tool for next year." 
 
During a gathering with reporters, that was the prevailing theme throughout a half-hour interview 
session in advance of next week's Winter Meetings. The Cubs are facing sky-high expectations from a 
fan base craving another World Series triumph, but also face the realities of an escalating payroll that 
comes with a maturing core and past free-agent blockbusters. 
 
While there is an outpouring of public cries for the Cubs to toss luxury tax threshold concerns aside in 
favor or going all in for prized free-agent Bryce Harper, the club's primary focus is on how to get the 
players in place to improve. Epstein and Co. should never be counted out when it comes to making eye-
popping offseason splashes, but the message right now is that such a move would require creativity. 



 
 
"We're not ruling anything in. We're not ruling anything out," said Epstein, repeating his comments from 
last month's GM Meetings. "It's just it's still the status that we have is we'd have to get really creative to 
add dollars of real significance. That's still the case. Things would have to be sequenced in a certain 
way." 
 
Translation: Unless Chicago can trade some hefty contracts, do not expect a marquee free-agent signing 
this offseason. 
 
Epstein rattled off a handful of key bullet points during the back-and-forth with the media. The Cubs 
won 95 games in a season deemed a disappointment. The team has produced more wins than any other 
Major League team over the past four years combined. The players who were young, emerging stars 
during the run to the 2016 World Series are entering their prime years. The Cubs are four years into 
their seven-year window with the core group. 
 
There is no doubt that there are needs to be addressed this offseason, but Epstein believes the biggest 
need of all is to get more out of what the Cubs already have locked in. In order to bounce back from the 
86 wRC+ posted by the lineup over the final two months of last season, the Cubs need a healthy Kris 
Bryant and bounceback showings from the likes of Willson Contreras, Albert Almora Jr., Addison Russell 
and Ian Happ, among others. 
 
"I understand the desire for a big name every winter," Epstein said. "And there will be winters when we 
do acquire big names and there's going to be winters when we don't acquire a big name. I don't know 
what category this winter will fall into yet, but there's a chance that it's going to be a winter where we 
don't acquire a big name from outside the organization. That does not represent failure. 
 
"We should be judged on the product on the field and we should be judged on the games we win and 
we should be judged on whether we make the playoffs and we should be judged on how we perform in 
October. And we have a highly-motivated group based on nothing else than how last season ended." 
 
All of that said, Epstein noted that he had engaged multiple teams in a variety of trade discussions. He 
said some trade talks could "transform" the Cubs' roster in sweeping fashion. Other talks are more 
complementary in nature. If there are no headline-stealing moves, the fact remains that Chicago needs 
bullpen help to go along with a utility infielder, possibly a backup catcher and perhaps a role-playing 
outfielder. 
 
At the moment, the Cubs' payroll projects to be right around the first luxury tax threshold of $206 
million when factoring in projected arbitration salaries, pre-arbitration players, guaranteed deals and 
other financial components. So, Chicago's maneuverability may be limited unless it can complete the 
daunting task of trading contracts like the ones belonging to Jason Heyward ($106 million remaining 
through 2023) or Tyler Chatwood ($25.5 million through '20). 
 
Epstein is also prioritizing injecting some veteran leadership into a clubhouse that may have grown so 
accustomed to success in recent years that it became detrimental last season. 
 
"There was a bit of a sense of inevitability of success," Epstein said. "With our players, there was a sense 
that things would be fine in the end. With the length of the season and our talent, it would take care of 
itself. We're the Cubs. We'll be there. I think in a lot of ways that was a lesson learned." 
 
With or without a big free-agent signing like Harper, Epstein stressed the importance of the players 
taking that lesson to heart. 



 
 
"This year is really a reckoning in a lot of ways," he said. "We do have a lot to prove. It sounds funny 
coming off 95 wins, but I feel like we underperformed. And I think you're going to see a really highly-
motivated group of players out there. Whether we have a big offseason or a more nuanced offseason, 
you should judge us on how we play next year." 
 
-- 
 
Cubs.com 
Morrow had elbow surgery, may miss start of '19 
By Jordan Bastian 
 
CHICAGO -- The Cubs were already in the market for bullpen help this offseason. That need became 
even more apparent on Thursday, when it was revealed that Brandon Morrow underwent a procedure 
on his right elbow last month. 
 
Speaking with reporters on Thursday, Cubs president of baseball operations Theo Epstein announced 
that Morrow had an arthroscopic debridement performed on his throwing elbow on Nov. 6 to clean up 
some cartilage in the joint. Morrow is not scheduled to resume throwing until early February, putting his 
availability for the start of the season in jeopardy. 
 
"He's feeling really good one month post-op," Epstein said. "Feb. 6 is sort of the target date for him to 
start throwing. That probably doesn't give him enough time to be fully 100 percent and ready Opening 
Day, but we think shortly thereafter." 
 
Last offseason, the Cubs signed Morrow to a two-year, $21 million contract that includes a $12 million 
team option (or $3 million buyout) for 2020. In 35 appearances out of Chicago's bullpen last season, the 
right-hander posted a 1.47 ERA with 31 strikeouts, nine walks and 22 saves. Morrow landed on the 
disabled list on July 19, and he was declared done for the season in September due to right forearm 
inflammation and a nagging bone bruise. 
 
"As we gave him plenty of time to heal from the bone bruise, he felt a lot better," Epstein said. "But, his 
elbow didn't feel perfect. It didn't feel quite as he was expecting it should feel as the bone bruise was 
allowed to heal. So ... we made the decision to go in and just do a quick scope." 
 
Epstein said the Cubs remain focused on acquiring relief help, especially in light of Morrow's situation. 
 
"It kind of underscores the need for depth and late-game options early in the year," Epstein said. "For 
him, I think it'll be a positive. It'll mean that we've completely addressed the issues that were bothering 
him last year instead of waiting for him to come back to make sure. And then also it could really help 
him be strong late in the season as well." 
 
Worth noting 
• Cubs manager Joe Maddon told the Tampa Bay Times last month that he planned on getting more 
involved in hands-on coaching next season. During Thursday's news conference, Epstein said Maddon's 
remarks merely reflected the organization's emphasis on having a heightened sense of urgency during 
the 2019 campaign. 
 
"We're all accountable -- me, especially -- for what happened last year," Epstein said. "That's the first 
step. And then it's, 'How do I get better?' If that wasn't our best, what is our best and how do we get 
there? And I think that's the mindset Joe is in. ... I think it's sort of a return to his roots. The Joe Maddon 



 
who's buzzing around in the middle of all the action, talking to his players all the time and really engaged 
with what's going on on the field and in his players' lives, that's the very best Joe Maddon. 
 
"And I think if he can make small adjustments to give even more of himself to that pursuit, then the 
whole organization is going to be better off. He's really excited about sort of the challenge that this year 
presents for him and for us, and I'm excited by his attitude about it." 
 
• Esptein said the Cubs "owe our fans a great deal of transparency" when it comes to the situation 
surrounding shortstop Addison Russell, who will be ineligible until May 3 while finishing a 40-game 
suspension for violating MLB's Joint Domestic Violence, Sexual Assault and Child Abuse Policy. Russell 
was tendered a contract on Friday and the organization issued statements about working with the 
shortstop on a treatment plan, among other initiatives involving addressing the issue on a larger scale. 
 
"Given the way we're handling this," Epstein said, "it's appropriate for the public to hold us accountable 
for our words and make sure that those translate into actions. I can just tell you that we're certainly 
intent on it. There's work that's going on with that in various corners of the organization every single 
day." 
 
• Epstein noted that head athletic trainer PJ Mainville recently checked in with Cubs pitcher Yu Darvish, 
who underwent a debridement procedure on his right elbow on Sept. 12. Mainville reported that 
Darvish is doing well in his rehab and could resume a throwing progression in the next couple weeks. 
 
• Kris Bryant, who was hampered by a left shoulder injury for much of last season, is doing well in his 
offseason program. Per Epstein, Bryant currently has no limitations in his workouts, but he noted that 
the third baseman does not typically ramp up his hitting program until January. 
 
-- 
 
Cubs.com 
Hottovy pitching coach as Cubs finalize staff 
By Jordan Bastian 
 
CHICAGO -- Wrigley Field is not the only aspect of the Cubs that has undergone renovations. For the 
second offseason in a row, the ballclub has dealt with changes to the leadership structure of its coaching 
staff under manager Joe Maddon. 
 
On Thursday, the Cubs officially announced the makeup of their staff, which was highlighted by the 
hiring of Tommy Hottovy as the team's new pitching coach. Anthony Iapoce was previously unveiled as 
the Cubs' new hitting coach earlier this offseason, marking the third different pair of pitching and hitting 
coaches in three years for Chicago. 
 
Hottovy takes over for Jim Hickey, who stepped down due to undisclosed personal reasons last month 
following a one-year stint on Maddon's staff. That came after the Cubs parted ways with Chris Bosio 
after the 2017 season. While there has been turnover in the main role, one constant behind the scenes 
was Hottovy working closely with the coaching staff. 
 
"Tommy's been a really valued member of the staff for four years now," Cubs president of baseball 
operations Theo Epstein said on Thursday. "Tommy's a tremendous communicator, a great worker, a 
great teammate down there. He's got good relationships with the pitchers. He's a problem solver. He's 
really adept at using the vast resources and technology that we have at our disposal to help pitchers get 
better." 



 
 
Hottovy, whose previous role has been described as a run prevention coordinator, worked with the staff 
for the past four years in the formulation of game plans, while assisting pitchers in daily game 
preparation. In the process, he also formed a strong rapport with catching and strategy coach Mike 
Borzello, who now has associate pitching coach added to his job description. 
 
After exploring some external candidates for the pitching coach job, the Cubs felt that keeping Hottovy 
and Borzello together, and retaining long-time bullpen coach Lester Strode, was the best approach. 
 
"Tommy, Mike Borzello and Lester Strode have been a significant part of our successful pitching 
infrastructure," Epstein said. "We wanted to maintain that continuity as best we could. Tommy was 
someone who was actually asked about by another club as a pitching coach. I think we would've lost him 
but for this move. That's not why we made it. He was the best person. And those three individuals -- 
Tommy, Borz and Lester -- those are the right guys." 
 
The Cubs also announced Thursday that Terrmel Sledge was hired as the team's new assistant hitting 
coach, and Chris Denorfia was added as the new quality assurance coach. The rest of Maddon's staff is 
returning for next season. 
 
Iapoce was the Rangers' hitting coach for the past three seasons, following three years in the Cubs' 
organization as a Minor League hitting coordinator. He and Sledge will aim to help the core group of 
Chicago's lineup get back on track after the team's offensive struggles in the second half last season. 
 
Last season, the Cubs turned in a .265/.345/.426 slash line in the first half, compared to a .249/.316/.389 
mark after the All-Star break. 
 
"We're mindful that we want change in the way we play," Epstein said. "We want change in how well we 
play. We want real change in our offense. We want to learn from the second half of the season. We 
have a lot of ideas on how we can get there. Some involve help from outside the organization and some 
involve really digging in with the players and the coaches that we have and affecting change." 
 
-- 
 
ESPNChicago.com 
Cubs closer Brandon Morrow will likely miss start of 2019 season after elbow surgery 
By Jesse Rogers 
 
CHICAGO - The Chicago Cubs are likely to be without closer Brandon Morrow for the early portion of 
2019 after the righty had minor surgery on his elbow last month. Morrow, 34, missed the second half of 
last season with a bone bruise and won't begin throwing again until around Feb. 6. 
 
"This was a cleanup of some cartilage, done arthroscopically," Cubs president of baseball operations 
Theo Epstein said Thursday. 
 
The procedure was similar to the one starter Yu Darvish underwent late in the year after missing most of 
2018. Darvish is on time in his recovery. 
 
"Doing well," Epstein said. "Progressing without limitations." 
 
Morrow appeared in just 35 games for the Cubs in 2018 because of back and arm injuries. Morrow had 
22 saves while posting a 1.47 ERA in 30 2/3 innings. He did not pitch after July 15. 



 
 
Epstein admitted that Morrow's health will impact their offseason needs, as they were looking for relief 
help anyway. Pedro Strop was the predominant fill-in after Morrow went down last year, but they'll 
need more, especially from the left side. 
 
"It underscores the need for depth and late-game options early in the year," Epstein said. 
 
The team has been in contact with lefty free agent Zach Britton, according to sources, but nothing is 
imminent. Epstein confirmed the Cubs aren't on the verge of making any deals in advance of the winter 
meetings next week. 
 
The team also announced coaching moves as 37-year-old Tommy Hottovoy was promoted from run 
prevention coordinator to pitching coach after Jim Hickey left the team for personal reasons. The team 
also hired former big league player Terrmel Sledge as assistant hitting coach and Chris Denorfia as 
quality assurance coach. Catching coordinator and game planner Mike Borzello was promoted to 
associate pitching coach. 
 
"We felt there was great risk going outside and losing what we had," Epstein said of promoting from 
within. 
 
-- 
 
ESPNChicago.com 
Cubs might have to get creative without budget for a winter meetings splash 
By Jesse Rogers 
 
CHICAGO -- What happens when you don't have the money to fix something that's broken? That's 
seemingly what the Chicago Cubs' front office is facing this winter as it attempts to improve its club 
without spending gobs of money on free agents. Sometimes the answer is to find a creative solution. 
 
As is, its payroll commitments for 2019 buck right up against the luxury-tax threshold, so the notion of 
spending on Bryce Harper -- a name Cubs fans have been salivating over since the day they realized he 
and third baseman Kris Bryant were friendly -- seems farfetched. It wouldn't be if the team was willing 
to blow past the tax thresholds and commit to having one of the top two or three payrolls in baseball, 
but that doesn't sound like a possibility right now. 
 
"We're not ruling anybody out, but it's important to have some perspective too," president of baseball 
operations Theo Epstein said last month. "Like every other team, we're going to have our budgets, not 
set artificially at all, but set as a result of looking at revenues and looking at expenses and doing 
everything we can to put a winning team on the field for the fans." 
 
Epstein sounds like he's trying to balance his household budget and might have to cut back on the 
gourmet coffee. Agents who have spoken with the Cubs confirm the team's reluctance to spend big, 
which means the Cubs' offseason moves might be more creative than impactful. To Epstein's credit, he 
puts the blame squarely on his own shoulders because he's right about one thing: A $200 million-plus 
payroll should be more than enough to win. 
 
"We've had a top-six payroll each of the last three seasons," he said. "We certainly expect to have 
another top-six payroll this season. And going forward. That investment by the club, by ownership, has 
been everything we could ask for. It's been enough to win more games than any other team the last four 
years. It's more than enough money to win. 



 
 
"Some offseasons are more challenging than others. If that means anything, it means I need to do my 
job better. And that we need to do our job better as a baseball operation to continue to put a top-level 
team on the field and feel secure in that for years to come." 
 
There's little to argue with there, but the fact is the Cubs are in their window for winning now. Frankly, 
the team won the World Series in 2016 with a less-than-bulky payroll considering almost the entire 
position-player base was made up of pre-arbitration-eligible players. Now it's the opposite. It's called 
the cost of winning. 
 
"And on top of that [increased payroll] this is an ownership group that's poured in $750 million of 
private investment to fix Wrigley Field," Epstein continued. "I appreciate and understand the desire for 
more every winter. That's part of the fun of the hot stove, and we should do everything we can to make 
this team better and there are some great names out there." 
 
Of course, he means everything they can do short of outspending everyone else in the game. Cubs 
ownership didn't respond to an email about the team's payroll, but the question still stands: Why can't a 
team worth nearly $3 billion have the highest payroll in the game, if not for just a season or two? 
 
"When you look at the Ricketts [family] track record with their investment in the club, the top-six 
payrolls, their investment in Wrigley Field, I think we should all feel great with the ownership group that 
we have," Epstein said. 
 
Of course, Chicago should feel good about ownership. It brought the city a World Series winner after a 
108-year drought. Time has moved on and the Cubs have the talent to compete for another one, but 
they are also in an ultra-competitive NL Central that just got even tougher with the Cardinals pulling off 
a blockbuster deal to land Paul Goldschmidt. Now Cubs fans are hungry for a move or two that could put 
their own team over the top. 
 
Could lack of funds be a blessing? 
 
The theme of the Cubs' offseason heading into next week's winter meetings is fixing an offense that 
seemingly "broke" in the second half of the season. 
 
"If you look back at the first half of the season, we led the league in runs scored, we led the league in 
OPS, we led the league in virtually every significant offensive category," Epstein said. "We were cruising. 
We felt really good offensively. And then in the second half, things were dramatically different, 
culminating in what happened down the stretch. ... We stopped walking, we stopped hitting home runs, 
we stopped hitting the ball in the air and we stopped being productive." 
 
Former hitting coach Chili Davis was the scapegoat for those second-half woes, losing his job one year 
after the Cubs hired him to replace John Mallee. Those coaching decisions underline the confusion the 
team is facing with its young core of hitters who already have won a World Series. 
 
In fact, what happened in the latter months of 2018 doesn't make much sense. Davis didn't mesh well 
with Cubs hitters from the start, yet the team performed well in April, May and June. Perhaps the more 
his message sunk in, the less the Cubs produced, but imagine if the results were reversed. What if the 
Cubs stunk at the plate in the first half and were great in the second half? How different would their 
game plan look right now? 
 



 
Baseball can be fluky, and crazier things happen than an entire team slumping at the plate for one half 
of one season. Turning over an entire roster isn't realistic, and perhaps in this case, it's not necessary. 
The team admits it was trying to make a few tweaks it hoped would be finishing touches on some 
hitters, but now it may get back to emphasizing its core beliefs. It's hard to find a perfect offense in the 
National League -- the Cubs will take a competent one right now. Maybe they can have one with their 
current players, combined with a renewed focus after an embarrassing end to last season. 
 
Where do they go from here? 
 
Industry sources say the Cubs haven't exactly given up on free agency, but their moves so far have been 
more of the cost-cutting nature. They saved a few dollars in trading pinch hitter Tommy La Stella to the 
Angels and perhaps saved a few more when they couldn't come to terms with recently acquired 
infielder Ronald Torreyes. The Cubs also didn't re-sign valuable reliever Jesse Chavez, saving money 
there as well. They did spend some on keeping their own, most notably pitcher Cole Hamels. And they 
have checked in on some free-agent relievers, such as lefty Zach Britton. 
 
But what was once thought could be an offseason with big moves is now likely to be marked by 
creativity more than anything else. The creativity would come via the trade market, as the team is ready 
to break up its major league core -- if the right deal comes along. 
 
"We have a lot of moving parts, we have an open mind and we have a desire to get better, so I'm not 
ruling anything in or anything out," Epstein said. 
 
But so far, the Cubs have been on the outside looking in as other teams have made significant deals. The 
2016 world champs didn't take advantage of the Seattle Mariners' fire sale, though infielder Jean Segura 
could have fit in nicely while allowing them to move on from suspended shortstop Addison Russell. If the 
cost of picking up Segura's contract wasn't what prevented the Cubs from being in the mix, then it was 
the state of their farm system. 
 
In any case, the Cubs would be more likely to strike a deal with a club willing to take on major league 
contracts, such as those of Kyle Schwarber, Ian Happ, Albert Almora Jr., Willson Contreras, Victor 
Caratini and, yes, perhaps even Bryant, whose name has come up with other teams. The catching 
market is flooded right now, so a deal there seems remote, and one involving Bryant would make much 
more sense when he gets closer to free agency in a couple of seasons. But not exploring every avenue to 
get better on offense would be negligent on the Cubs' part. It's all in an effort to find that rhythm again, 
the one that took the team to three straight NL Championship Series. 
 
And if some of the cost-cutting moves lead to signing a second-tier free agent, then former Cub DJ 
LeMahieu would make sense despite some down numbers in 2018. He routinely makes contact, which 
would help the Cubs more than attempting to change the fundamentals of their sluggers. 
 
One thing is for sure, Epstein & Co. won't stand for another finish like the one they just experienced. 
That's something everyone can agree on. 
 
"I've never been part of this offensively and I never want to be again," Epstein said after the season. 
"We have to be an offensive force. We should be with the talent on our roster." 
 
-- 
 
NBC Sports Chicago 
Former Cubs infielder Luis Valbuena dies in car accident Thursday in Venezuela 



 
By Tim Stebbins 
 
Former Cubs infielder Luis Valbuena and former MLB infielder José Castillo died in a car accident 
Thursday night in Venezuela. Valbuena was 33 years old, while Castillo was 37. 
 
Cardenales de Lara, Valbuena and Castillo's winter ball team in Venezuela, reported the news on 
Twitter. 
 
Estamos viviendo una horrible tragedia en Cardenales de Lara. Perdimos a nuestros jugadores Luis 
Valbuena y José Castillo en un accidente de tránsito.  
 
— Cardenales de Lara (@CardenalesDice) December 7, 2018 
 
According to the Orange County Register, Valbuena and Castillo's car collided with a rock that rolled 
onto the road in the state of Yaracuy. Two other men in the car, including former MLB player Carlos 
Rivero, survived the accident. 
 
Valbuena played with the Cubs from 2012-14, hitting .232 with 32 home runs and 116 RBIs in 347 
games. Following the 2014 season, the Cubs traded him to the Astros for outfielder Dexter Fowler; 
Valbuena played two seasons in Houston before signing a two-year contract with the Angels ahead of 
the 2017 season. 
 
Before joining the Cubs, Valbuena played in parts of four seasons with the Mariners and Indians. Castillo 
played parts of five seasons with the Pirates and Giants from 2004-08, hitting .254 in 592 career games. 
 
The Cubs, Angels, Indians, Mariners and Pirates expressed their condolences to the two players and 
their families on Twitter. 
 
We are saddened by the passing of former Cub Luis Valbuena.  
 
The #Cubs organization sends its condolences to his family and friends. pic.twitter.com/2Eh4R8EUMZ 
 
— Chicago Cubs (@Cubs) December 7, 2018 
We are deeply saddened to hear of the passing of former Angel Luis Valbuena and former MLB infielder 
José Castillo. Our thoughts and prayers are with their loved ones during this time of grief.  
 
— Angels (@Angels) December 7, 2018 
The Indians are saddened to hear of the passing of former Tribe infielder Luis Valbuena. Our thoughts 
and prayers go out to his family and friends. 
 
— Cleveland Indians (@Indians) December 7, 2018 
We send our deepest condolences to the family and loved ones of former Mariner Luis Valbuena.  
 
He played the game with passion and he will be missed.  
 
— Seattle Mariners (@Mariners) December 7, 2018 
We are deeply saddened to hear of the passing of former Pirates infielder José Castillo. 
 
Our thoughts and prayers go out to his family and friends during this difficult time.  
 
— Pirates (@Pirates) December 7, 2018” 



 
 
-- 
 
NBC Sports Chicago 
Bullpen jumps to forefront of Cubs offseason wish list after Brandon Morrow news 
By Tony Andracki 
 
If the Cubs have the lead in the ninth inning of a close game on Opening Day, don't expect to see 
Brandon Morrow trotting out for the potential save. 
 
Theo Epstein said Thursday the Cubs are anticipating being without their closer for the first part of the 
2019 season as Morrow recovers from the forearm bone bruise that kept him out for the entire second 
half of 2018. 
 
Morrow followed in Yu Darvish's footsteps, needing a debridement procedure to clean up the elbow 
after the bone bruise. The problem is, Darvish had the surgery in September and is on track to begin 
throwing soon and the plan is to have him ready for the start of spring training. 
 
Morrow, on the other hand, just had the surgery a month ago (Nov. 6) and will not throw at all until 
about Feb. 6, three months after the initial procedure. 
 
"As we gave him plenty of time to heal from the bone bruise, he felt a lot better, but he didn't feel 
perfect," Epstein said. "He didn't feel quite as he was expecting it to feel as the bone bruise was allowed 
to heal, so as a similar case with Darvish, we made the decision to just go in and do a quick scope of him.  
 
"They did a quick clean-up of some cartialge and bone in there. A quick debridement arthroscopically 
and he's feeling really good one month post-op. And based on the rehab schedule, it could potentially 
affect his availbility in April. ... Feb. 6 is the target date — that probably doesn't give him enough time to 
get fully, 100 percent ready Opening Day." 
 
The Cubs were very cautious with Morrow in 2018, his first year with the club, and it's reasonable to 
expect them to be careful once again with the veteran pitcher who sports a long history of arm injuries 
over his career. If there's any question about Morrow's health or readiness, expect the Cubs to opt for 
giving the 34-year-old more time to ensure he's ready to go. 
 
Obviously that is not good news for the Cubs, who were already planning to address their bullpen this 
winter. The plan has always been to augment Morrow and top setup man Pedro Strop with other 
options who could potentially slide in at closer in case of injury or ineffectiveness. 
 
That now becomes a pressing need for the club with MLB's annual Winter Meetings beginning this 
weekend in Las Vegas.  
 
The Cubs are highly motivated to finding other bullpen options for all season, but now they may be 
without Morrow for an indeterminate amount of time to begin the season. 
 
"That underscores the need for depth and game options early in the year," Epstein said. "For him, I think 
it will be a positive knowing that we completely addressed the issues that were bothering him last year 
instead of waiting for them to come back to make sure. And also to really help him be strong late in the 
season, as well." 
 



 
The Cubs could've really used Morrow at the end of last season and when they initially signed the 
veteran reliever, they envisioned him pitching in the most impactful moments in the most important 
games of the year.  
 
That wasn't possible in 2018, but the Cubs are hoping that may be the case next season — even if that 
means going the first few games (or weeks) without Morrow's services. 
 
-- 
 
NBC Sports Chicago 
Cubs name Tommy Hottovy pitching coach, announce other coaching staff additions 
By Tim Stebbins 
 
The Cubs' 2019 coaching staff is rounding into form as we enter the Hot Stove season. 
 
Thursday, the Cubs named Tommy Hottovy as their next pitching coach, replacing the departed Jim 
Hickey. In addition to Hottovy, the team named ex-Cub Chris Denorfia as quality assurance coach and 
Terrmel Sledge as assistant hitting coach. The team also added "assistant pitching coach" to catching 
coach Mike Borzello's title. 
 
The Cubs also announced that Brandon Hyde will return as bench coach in 2019. However, a report 
recently surfaced that said Hyde will interview for the Orioles' managerial vacancy, so his status is 
pending. 
 
Hottovy, 37, is a former big-leaguer who pitched in parts of two MLB seasons with the Red Sox and 
Royals. In a combined 17 appearances from 2011-12, he posted a 4.05 ERA (6.75 ERA in eight games in 
2011, 2.89 ERA in 2012). He also pitched with the Cubs in Spring Training 2014, though the team 
released him that April. 
 
Hottovy has been a big part of the Cubs' pitching infrastructure the last few seasons, working closely 
with catching coordinator Mike Borzello and bullpen coach Lester Strode. 
 
Theo Epstein confirmed other MLB teams inquired about Hottovy for vacant pitching coach roles and 
the Cubs also interviewed other potential candidates before landing on their in-house option. 
 
"We talked to a number of other people," Epstein said. "We just felt like there was great risk going 
outside and also losing some of what we had initially. The more we looked at it, the more we kept 
coming back to trying to empower Tommy, trying to empower Borzy, trying to empower Lester and it 
became clear the right answer was to go all in with those guys." 
 
Hickey stepping down as Cubs pitching coach meant that the Cubs would have both a new hitting and 
pitching coach for the second-straight season. Unlike 2018, though, the two new coaches are not new to 
the Cubs organization, which is also true for Denorfia and Sledge. 
 
Hottovy became the Cubs' run-prevention coordinator in 2015, while new hitting coach Anthony Iapoce 
spent 2013-15 as a Cubs special assistant to the General Manager. 
 
Denorfia is a former outfielder who played 10 MLB seasons, one with the Cubs. He hit .272 in his career 
and .269 with the Cubs in 2015; his walk-off home run in Sept. 2015 against the Royals was one of many 
for the Cubs that season.  
 



 
Sledge is also a former outfielder that played in parts of four MLB seasons from 2004-07. He hit .247 in 
291 career games with the Expos/Nationals and Padres; he did not play for the Cubs, but he spent 2015 
as hitting coach for Single-A Eugene before becoming the Dodgers' Double-A hitting coach, a position 
that he held from 2016-18. 
 
-- 
 
NBC Sports Chicago 
Cubs know NL Central is going to be a dogfight: 'We have our work cut out for us' 
By Tony Andracki 
 
The last time the St. Louis Cardinals played a postseason game, Jason Heyward and John Lackey were 
wearing redbird logos and had yet to suit up for the Cubs while Trevor Cahill picked up the win and 
Hector Rondon notched the save for the Cubs at Wrigley Field. 
 
In other words, it's been a really long time since the Cardinals played in October.  
 
They're trying hard to change that fact, going all-in for 2019 by acquiring perennial MVP candidate Paul 
Goldschmidt in a trade with the Diamondbacks Wednesday. This comes after they pulled off a big deal 
with the Marlins last winter by trading for slugging outfielder Marcell Ozuna. 
 
"It was a great division before that trade and even better now," Theo Epstein said Thursday. "To be 
expected. The Cardinals do a great job of producing young talent and have a lot of depth with young 
players. 
 
"Last winter, it made a lot of sense to consolidate their young talent and their resources into one really 
impactful player and they did that with the Ozuna trade. Not having made the playoffs three years in a 
row and having that depth of young talent, we expected them to make another consolidation-type 
move for a great player and they certainly got a truly elite player in Paul Goldschmidt. 
 
"It just reinforces that the NL Central is to be earned. We have our work cut out for us." 
 
The Cubs' eyes are wide open about the Brewers as a rival after Milwaukee surged from second place to 
take the division from the North Siders in Game 163 just two months ago. 
 
The Cardinals have been a legitimate contender in the division the last couple seasons but wound up 
falling short each year. Now, they just added one of the best players in the game and are ready for 
more. The only players the Cards lost off their big-league roster this winter were ancillary players — 
pitcher Luke Weaver (traded away in the Goldschmidt deal) and a trio of free agents in Bud Norris, Matt 
Adams and Tyson Ross.  
 
And don't forget about the Pittsburgh Pirates, who featured a pitching staff full of Cy Young canidates if 
you just watched the games they played against the Cubs last year. They made the big move for Chris 
Archer at the trade deadline last year and are only losing Jordy Mercer and Josh Harrison this winter and 
have already added outfielder Lonnie Chisenhall on a free-agent deal. 
 
Even the Reds — who lost 95 games last year — have three All-Stars in their everyday lineup (Joey 
Votto, Eugenio Suarez, Scooter Gennett) and have some young talent coming up through a farm system 
that ranks No. 6 in baseball by FanGraphs' valuation.  
 



 
As if the Cubs didn't have enough of their own problems to worry about with their "broken" offense and 
pitcher injuries, now they have to contend with a division that may be the strongest it's been in recent 
memory. 
 
-- 
 
Chicago Tribune 
Former Cubs infielder Luis Valbuena killed in a car accident in Venezuela 
By Mark Gonzales 
 
Former Cubs infielder Luis Valbuena was killed in an auto accident Thursday night in his native 
Venezuela. 
 
Valbuena, who played for the Cubs from 2012-14 and was popular among his teammates, and former 
major leaguer Jose Castillo were killed when their car collided with a rock that rolled onto a road, 
according to the Orange County Register. 
 
Valbuena, 33, and Castillo, 37, had finished playing a game for the Cardenales de Lara in the Venezuelan 
league. Reports indicated that the driver of the vehicle and teammate Carlos Rivero both survived. 
 
"A preliminary report from the authorities at the site presumes that the rock was thrown on the road, a 
common modus operandi to perpetrate highway robberies," Beisbol Play reports. 
 
As told by Reuters in February, highway robberies have soared in Venezuela, which is in the fifth year of 
an economic crisis that's "worse than the Great Depression," according to the Associated Press. Eight 
people died in highway lootings in January alone, Reuters reports, and the ring road around 
Barquisimeto has been dubbed "the Guillotine" by truckers because of regular attacks. 
 
The Cubs claimed the left-handed hitting Valbuena from the Blue Jays at the start of the 2012 season. 
He batted .232 in 347 games with the Cubs over a three-year period. 
 
Valbuena received plenty of playing time during the final stages of the Cubs’ rebuilding before he was 
traded with pitcher Dan Straily to the Astros for switch-hitter Dexter Fowler prior to the 2015 season. 
 
Valbuena batted .226 with the Mariners, Indians, Cubs, Astros and Angels, who released him on Aug. 7. 
 
“We are saddened by the passing of former Cub Luis Valbuena,” the Cubs wrote in a tweet sent early 
Friday morning. “The Cubs organization sends its condolences to his family and friends.” 
 
Castillo played five seasons with Pittsburgh, San Francisco and Houston. He had a .254 average with 39 
home runs. 
 
Washington Post contributed. 
 
-- 
 
Chicago Tribune 
Source: Cubs interested in free-agent pitcher Joakim Soria 
By Mark Gonzales 
 



 
One of the more frustrating moments of the Cubs’ late-season slide occurred when Joakim Soria struck 
out Javier Baez with the tying and go-ahead runs on base to end a sixth-inning rally and help the Brewers 
secure a 3-1 win for the National League Central title on Oct. 1. 
 
The Cubs haven’t forgotten that moment, and, taking note of that big moment and his track record have 
inquired about his availability, according to a source. 
 
Soria, 34, had a 3.12 ERA in 66 games with the White Sox and Brewers last season. He earned 16 saves 
— all with the Sox — before handling mid- to late-inning duties with the Brewers following a July 26 
trade. 
 
Soria has 220 career saves to go with a 2.88 ERA in 11 seasons with six teams. 
 
-- 
 
Chicago Tribune 
Cubs closer Brandon Morrow likely won't be ready for the start of the 2019 season after undergoing 
elbow surgery 
By Mark Gonzales 
 
The Cubs’ need for late-inning relief help for at least the first month of the 2019 season has become as 
important as acquiring an impact hitter. 
 
President Theo Epstein revealed Thursday that closer Brandon Morrow, who missed the entire second 
half of 2018 because of a bone bruise in his right arm, likely won’t be ready for opening day after 
undergoing arthroscopic surgery Nov. 6 to repair cartilage and remove bone debris. 
 
“It underscores the need for depth and late-inning options early in the year,” Epstein said in a briefing 
before baseball’s annual winter meetings, which start Sunday in Las Vegas. 
 
Morrow’s procedure, similar to the Sept. 12 cleanup on pitcher Yu Darvish, will prevent him from 
throwing until Feb. 6 — about a week before spring training. 
 
The Cubs have scoured the free-agent and trade markets for late-inning relievers, but the public 
knowledge of Morrow’s latest setback could put a premium on the cost. 
 
Pedro Strop, who earned 11 saves in the second half while Morrow was sidelined, has the most 
experience closing games among current candidates but mostly has handled setup duties the last three 
seasons. 
 
Meanwhile, Epstein remained vague about detailing the Cubs’ 2019 payroll and whether they can add 
an impact hitter, such as free agent Bryce Harper. 
 
“I understand the desire for a big name every winter,” said Epstein, who is juggling a payroll that will be 
the highest in franchise history and could exceed the luxury-tax threshold of $206 million. “And there 
will be winters when we do acquire a big name, and there will be winters that we don’t acquire a big 
name. 
 
“I don’t know what category this winter will fall into yet, but there’s a chance there’s going to be a 
winter where we don’t acquire a big name from outside the organization. That does not represent 



 
failure. We should be judged on the product on the field, how many games we win, whether we make 
the playoffs, how we perform in October.” 
 
Based on his conversations with returning players, Epstein could rely on offensive improvements from 
within a roster that won 95 games but scored one run or fewer in 40 games and saw its OPS fall from a 
league-leading .771 in the first half to .705 (10th) in the second. 
 
“It’s time to perform,” said Epstein, speaking for himself as well as the rest of the organization. 
 
“This year is really a reckoning in a lot of ways. We do have a lot to prove. It sounds funny after 95 wins, 
but it feels like we underperformed. I think you’re going to see a highly motivated group of players out 
there, whether we have a big offseason or a more nuanced offseason to judge us on how we play next 
year.” 
 
The Cardinals’ addition of slugger Paul Goldschmidt wasn’t lost on Epstein, whose Cubs fell to the 
Brewers in a one-game playoff for the division title, then dropped the NL wild-card game to the Rockies, 
putting an abrupt end to their fourth consecutive playoff appearance. 
 
“Whoever wins the NL Central, it’s going to have to be earned — as it should be,” Epstein said. 
 
Epstein said Kris Bryant, the 2016 NL Most Valuable Player who missed 50 games last season because of 
a left shoulder injury, is “progressing without limitations” and wasn’t concerned after a report that he 
could be traded. 
 
Trainer PJ Mainville told Epstein that Darvish was expected to resume throwing in two weeks and looked 
“strong and healthy” during a recent visit. 
 
But the Cubs are still looking for a bench player — a middle infielder or catcher — “to help put us in the 
right direction, playing with purpose and with a mission as a team with a sense of urgency in 2019 
because we’ll need it,” Epstein said. 
 
Javier Baez will handle the shortstop duties, at least until Addison Russell completes a 40-game 
suspension in early May for violating Major League Baseball’s domestic-abuse policy. In the meantime, 
Epstein stressed the Cubs will continue their involvement in prevention and monitoring Russell’s 
counseling. 
 
Russell is eligible for a 10-game minor-league rehab assignment during the final days of his suspension. 
 
“At appropriate junctures, certainly I’m sure toward the end of spring training there will be an 
opportunity to check in on him,” Epstein said. 
 
-- 
 
Chicago Tribune 
Cubs name Tommy Hottovy pitching coach; former major-league pitcher was advance scouting 
coordinator 
By Mark Gonzales 
 
The Cubs took an unconventional route in hiring advance scouting coordinator Tommy Hottovy as their 
pitching coach Thursday, but they believe their pitching infrastructure remains sound. 
 



 
Hottovy, 37, who pitched parts of two seasons with the Red Sox and Royals (2011-12), joined the Cubs’ 
baseball operations department in 2015 but never has served as a pitching coach. 
 
He joins a staff that includes catching/strategy coach Mike Borzello — who added the title of associate 
pitching coach — and bullpen coach Lester Strode. 
 
Hottovy has helped sculpt game plans with the coaching staff and assisted pitchers on a daily basis for 
the past three seasons. 
 
“We talked to a number of other people,” President Theo Epstein said. “We just felt there was great risk 
going outside and losing some of what we had initially. 
 
“The more we looked at it, the more it kept coming back to trying to empower Tommy, Borzi and Lester. 
It became clear the right answer was to go all-in to those guys.” 
 
Epstein added that Hottovy had received interest from another team about its pitching coach opening 
and “we would have lost him had we not made this move.” 
 
“But this is not why we made it,” Epstein said. “He was the best person, and those three individuals — 
Tommy, Borz and Lester — were the right people to keep supporting our pitching staff. 
 
“Tommy is a tremendous communicator, great worker … and has terrific relationships with the pitchers. 
He’s a problem solver. He’s adept at using the vast resources and technology that we have at our 
disposal to help pitchers get better.” 
 
Hottovy replaces Jim Hickey, who resigned last month for personal reasons. 
 
The other newcomers to the coaching staff are Chris Denorfia as quality assurance coach and Terrmel 
Sledge as assistant hitting coach. 
 
Denorfia served last season as a special assistant to the president/general manager after a 10-year 
playing career that included a stint with the Cubs in 2015. 
 
Sledge, who played parts of four seasons in the majors (2004-07) as well as five seasons in Japan (2008-
12), was the hitting coach for the Cubs’ Class A Eugene affiliate in 2015 before serving the past two 
seasons as a hitting coach in the Dodgers organization. 
 
The rest of the coaching staff consists of third-base coach Brian Butterfield, bench coach Brandon Hyde, 
first-base coach Will Venable and hitting coach Anthony Iapoce, whose hiring was announced in 
October. 
 
Staff assistants Franklin Font and Juan Cabreja and bullpen catcher Chad Noble will return. 
 
-- 
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