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Rusin embracing versatile role in 'pen 
Rockies left-hander happy to be used in any situation he's needed 
By Thomas Harding MLB.com @harding_at_mlb 
Feb. 15th, 2018 
 
SCOTTSDALE, Ariz. -- Rockies left-handed relief pitcher Chris Rusin's other love is basketball. He still takes jump shots 
to spice up his fitness routine. But on the court back at Divine Child High School in Dearborn, Mich., he showed his 
versatility. 

"I was a little of this, a little of that; I liked to slash and shoot," Rusin said. 

Now, Rusin has slashed his way to a nice baseball career as a long/middle/sometimes-late reliever. Last season was 
Rusin's best so far. His 85 innings pitched were the most in the National League and second-most in the Majors for a 
relief pitcher, and the results were excellent: a 5-1 record, and a 2.65 ERA. These efforts helped Rusin establish his place 
among the most successful practitioners of the burgeoning trend of versatility. 

In 2017, Rusin pitched two or more innings in 17 of his 60 appearances, and five times threw three or more innings. He 
had two saves, including a nine-out one. 

Rusin finished the year fittingly. In the eventual 11-8 loss to the D-backs in the NL Wild Card Game, Rusin entered the 
topsy-turvy contest and threw 2 1/3 scoreless innings as the Rockies were mounting a comeback.. 4th, 2017 

"It kept me on my toes," Rusin said. "I was always ready to come in in any situation. Even when I wasn't ready, I was able 
to get ready quick and get in and be able to do that. I was fortunate enough to be ready in all those situations." 

The Rockies claimed Rusin off waivers from the Cubs at the end of 2014, and the following year he went 6-10 with a 5.33 
ERA while starting 22 of his 24 appearances. Inflammation in his left middle finger during the spring of 2016 ended his 
chances of breaking camp in the rotation, but by going 3-5 with a 3.74 ERA while starting just seven of 29 regular-season 
games, Rusin established his versatility. 

Last year, Rusin was competing for the rotation but suffered an oblique injury in spring, and when he came back he 
excelled as a reliever. Although Rusin said he is preparing like he has in the past -- with a starter's mentality -- he accepts 
that the Rockies are looking at him as a reliever. 

The idea of a pitcher who can float to wherever the team needs him received heightened awareness in the 2016 playoffs. 
The Cubs and Dodgers floated their closers -- Aroldis Chapman and Kenley Jansen, respectively. The Indians used 
lefty Andrew Milleraccordingly. 

Now there are enough of these pitchers to form a veritable Swiss Army to knife through opposing lineups. Last year 
several of them -- from Rusin to the D-backs' Archie Bradley, to the Astros' Chris Devenski, to the Yankees' Chad 
Green -- helped their teams to the postseason. 
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Playoff exposure and the increased use of an eight-man relief staff -- something the Rockies, who play in a hitter-friendly 
environment, did long before it became a dance craze -- led to an emphasis on finding a pitcher who can pitch when 
important situations occur before the ninth inning. 

Often, analytical minds wonder why teams don't use a traditional closer at tough parts of games. The problem with that is 
if the game flips, a team could find itself depending on a less-trusted pitcher in a tight final inning. The eight-man bullpen 
gives teams the chance to find such a pitcher and not have to burn the closer. 

But Rockies manager Bud Black noted that it's not easy to find such a pitcher -- which makes guys like Rusin all the more 
appreciated. 

"They are few and far between," Black said. "When you have one, it's really, really nice. What makes it special is that 
[Rusin] has the ability to do it -- pitch multiple innings, have length in his game, but also has the capability to come in and 
have the focus to get one hitter out in the specialty role of left-on-left, and be resilient enough to be available often. 

"Probably most importantly, he's in on that role. 'Whatever it takes, I'm fine.'" 
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Tapia bulks up, maintains speed 
Rockies outfielder hopes to increase power while still running well; no extension talk for LeMahieu 
By Thomas Harding MLB.com @harding_at_mlb 
Feb. 15th, 2018 
 
SCOTTSDALE, Ariz. -- The increased mass of Rockies outfielder Raimel Tapia's arms stood out. His right forearm, more 

muscular than last year, tapered to a wrist that was banded by an inch-wide strip of yellow rubber with a message: "Slow 

Body, Quick Hands." 

Well, rest assured that Tapia is only taking the advice so far. 

"That's just hitting," he said, laughing. "That's my plan." 

There is nothing slow about Tapia's body. Last year on July 3 against the Reds, he sprinted out a triple in 10.94 seconds, 

according to Statcast™. Just five other players ran out a triple in less than 11 seconds in 2017. Going by top sprint 

speed, also measured by Statcast™, Tapia's 29.5-second clocking was fastest on the Rockies and tied for seventh in the 

Majors.. 3rd, 2017 

Adding some power wouldn't hurt. Tapia, who hit two home runs in 70 games with the Rockies last year, has just 39 home 

runs across seven Minor League seasons, never more than 12 in one season. 

But Tapia won't trade his speed, which could turn into a huge part of his game. In his 92 career games at the Major 

League level, Tapia has succeeded in eight out of 10 stolen-base attempts, and was 12-for-14 at Triple-A Albuquerque 

last year. That speed could serve him well, as the Rockies may have a corner-outfield spot open, depending on how 

roster construction works out. The team is also flirting with dropping Charlie Blackmon from first to third in the order, 

which means Tapia could have a chance to earn leadoff at-bats. 

Listed at 6-feet-2, Tapia weighed 165 pounds last year, with a fashion runway-friendly physique. Now 24 years old, he is 

weighing in at 180 pounds. 

"I worked hard at the Rockies' complex in the Dominican," Tapia said. "I'm feeling strong. But I'm running no different." 

Interestingly, Tapia built a reputation with his bat, with a career slash line of .322/.366/.455 across all Minor League levels. 

While his stolen-base totals were decent in the Minors -- 33 at Class A Asheville in 2014, 26 at Class A Advanced 

Modesto in 2015 -- it wasn't until last season that Tapia established his speed as a true weapon. 
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"Every year, I got more and more fast," Tapia said. 

This offseason, Tapia played in 14 games for Estrellas in the Dominican Winter League -- where he picked up the band 

with the reminder that should help with his swing -- and went 9-for-49 (.184), but most of his time was spent preparing for 

2018. With former first-round Draft pick David Dahl and fast-rising former 10th-round pick Mike Tauchman also 

competing for starts and playing time, Tapia wanted to be ready. 

LeMahieu looking ahead 

Second baseman DJ LeMahieu avoided arbitration in his final year of eligibility by signing a one-year, $8.5 million 

contract last month. He said there have been no discussions about extending the deal., 20 

"We haven't really talked about it, but that's all up to the front office," LeMahieu said. "I actually enjoy being a Rockie and I 

love being here, but we haven't talked about it much. We'll see." 

Another year at altitude 

Bud Black managed another National Leauge West team, the Padres, from 2007-15, and was familiar with the effects of 

altitude at Coors Field. But seeing it firsthand as the Rockies' manager last year revealed something to him: Starters need 

to be given greater leeway to stay in games. 

"Each game is different -- you don't know -- but generally speaking you would like your starting pitcher to pitch into the 

game as deep as you can," Black said. "You try to avoid going to the bullpen early. 

"Let's say we come back from a seven-game road trip and we've got seven games in a row in Denver. The first game, so-

and-so is pitching, we need this guy to go. If we have to use five guys the first night, heads up the next six games." 

More humidor 

The D-backs will store baseballs in an atmosphere-controlled chamber -- commonly referred to as a humidor -- starting 

this season. The Rockies, who are in a dry climate and play at a high altitude, have done so since 2002. The idea is to 

keep the balls at the same specifications as when they leave the factory, and keep them from shrinking, hardening and 

becoming more slippery. 
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Rockies righty Jon Gray said he has noticed some atmospheric differences when he pitches at Chase Field as opposed 

to other parks, but the effect was mitigated because "that field is a little bigger." But he doesn't notice problems with the 

grip of his breaking ball, which was a major problem in Denver before the humidor was installed. 

"My curveball works better there than it does at home," Gray said. "But it is pretty cool." 
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Rockies’ DJ LeMahieu says contract status won’t affect him in 2018 
Outfielder David Dahl keeps getting stronger 
By PATRICK SAUNDERS | psaunders@denverpost.com | The Denver Post 
PUBLISHED: February 15, 2018 at 5:50 pm | UPDATED: February 15, 2018 at 9:07 pm 
 
SCOTTSDALE, Ariz. — Second baseman DJ LeMahieu has sparkled while wearing Rockies purple. He’s won two Gold 

Gloves, been selected to two All-Star Games and won the National League batting title in 2016 when he hit .348. 

But he’s scheduled to become a free agent at the end of this season and there have been are no indications that the 

Rockies will offer him a long-term contract. 

LeMahieu says he won’t let the uncertainty affect him. 

“We haven’t really talked about a contract at all,” he said Thursday upon arrival at Salt River Fields. “I obviously love being 

a Rockie and I love being here, but we haven’t been talking about it at all.” 

He said the situation does not affect how the plays.  “I’m going into this year just like I do every year, ready to compete 

and ready to win.” 

In this, his final year of arbitration, LeMahieu signed an $8.5 million contract. His good friend, center fielder Charlie 

Blackmon, avoided arbitration by signing a $14 million deal. Blackmon is also scheduled to become a free agent. 

Dahl watch. Outfielder David Dahl, whose 2017 season was wiped out by a injury, is healthy and strong. 

“I feel great, everything is good to go,” he said, adding that he’ll take live batting practice next week when the Rockies’ 

entire squad begins workouts at Salt River Field. 

Last spring, Dahl suffered an injury to a rib during spring training and played in just two Cactus League games before he 

was shut down. The stress reaction (a shade away from being a stress fracture) caused pain and tenderness in his upper 

back, near where the rib connects with the spine. 

Dahl, who has the athleticism to play anywhere in the outfield, is expected to compete for a starting spot in right field 

with Gerardo Parra. 

Praise for Rusin. Left-hander Chris Rusin, who led the National League with 85 innings out of the bullpen last season, is 

able to come into a game and get one or two outs, or work as a long reliever. In the latter role, Rusin was terrific last 

season, posting a 1.26 ERA and a .223 batting average against when he pitched two or more innings. 
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“Reliever (like Rusin) are few and far between,” manager Bud Black said. “When you have one, it’s really, really nice. 

What makes it special is that (Rusin) has the ability to do it —  pitch multiple innings, have length in his game, but also 

has the capability to come in and have the focus to get one hitter out in the specialty role of left-on-left, and be resilient 

enough to be available often. 

“Probably most importantly, he (embraces) that role. ‘Whatever it takes, I’m fine.’ ” 
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Rockies manager Bud Black learned valuable lessons about mile-high baseball 
Rest and recovery for relief pitchers is key to success in Colorado 
By PATRICK SAUNDERS | psaunders@denverpost.com | The Denver Post 
February 15, 2018 at 1:46 pm 
 
SCOTTSDALE, Ariz. — Bud Black is a baseball lifer, and smart enough to know that there’s still plenty to learn, especially 

about leading a Rockies team that plays 81 games at a mile above sea level. 

While managing baseball at altitude for the first time last season didn’t change Black’s basic, strategic view of the game, 

he’s come to recognize that he must tweak his approach, especially when it comes to handling the physical toll on his 

pitchers. 

“I think managing the game itself wasn’t drastically different, and there wasn’t a lot of new things I learned about 

managing a game,” Black said Thursday as pitchers and catchers worked out in a chilly drizzle at spring training. “I 

probably learned more about rest and recovery and the physical aspects of playing Denver.” 

The Rockies beefed up their bullpen this winter, spending $104 million to sign closer Wade Davis and set-up men Bryan 

Shaw and Jake McGee. Add in Mike Dunn, Adam Ottavino, Chris Rusin, Scott Oberg and others, and Black should have 

plenty of tools at his disposal. But Black, who pitched 15 years in the majors and managed for eight-plus seasons at San 

Diego, now realizes that he can’t overuse those tools. 

“Generally speaking, you would like your starting pitcher to pitch into the game as deep as you can, because you have to 

try and avoid going to the bullpen too early,” he said. 

Then he provided an example. 

“Let’s say we come back from a seven-game road trip and we have seven games in a row in Denver,” Black explained. 

“And in the first game, so-and-so is pitching. We sort of need this guy to go deep. Because what if you have to use five 

guys that first night? Heads up, those next six games. 

“So you might have to be a little bit more patient with your starter. And if he has to suck it up and have a rough (game), 

then that might have to be the case.” 

Under the tutelage of Black, pitching coach Steve Foster and bullpen coach Darren Holmes, Colorado’s young rotation 

exceeded the expectations of many last season as the Rockies finished 87-75 and qualified as a wild-card playoff team. 
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The rotation went 63-56, posting the second-most wins by starters in franchise history, trailing only the 69-50 record of the 

2009 playoff team. 

However, the young starting rotation logged just 887 innings, ranking seventh in the National League and standing as the 

seventh-fewest in franchise history. For the sake of his bullpen, Black would like to see the starters carry a heavier load in 

2018. 

As any big-league manager will say, they are often second-guessed by fans and media for moves made on the mound. 

Black explained, however, that those outside the Rockies clubhouse seldom know the true story of how altitude taxes a 

bullpen. 

 “I’ll simplify it and put it this way: More guys were down than you thought, on the pitching side, last year,” Black said. 

Inside the clubhouse, the pitchers have found Black to be their trusted ally. 

“If I have to pitch three innings and haven’t pitched three innings in a long time, I’m going to be sore for two to three days,” 

said Rusin, whose 85 innings in relief topped the NL last season. “Bud will give me those days off. He’s always 

communicating and I’m communicating with him, because I might be able to recover faster and be ready to pitch in a day 

or two if I have a long outing or whatever. 

“He’s been good. He did a great job last year keeping all the arms fresh. I’m really looking forward to it this year.” 
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Inside Baseball MLB Notes | Attention turning to Chris Archer 
By Jon Heyman | Published 11 hours ago on Feb 15, 2018 
 
Inside Baseball from Jon Heyman brings you news, notes, rumors and more from all 30 MLB teams. For 

Heyman’s predictions of where remaining free agents may go, click here. 

Colorado Rockies 

• The Rockies made an early offer to Jonathan Lucroy, as well as Greg Holland, two of their big free agents, but 

pivoted quickly to Chris Iannetta and Wade Davis. Lucroy hasn’t been connected to a lot of teams lately – though 

Houston is one. 

• Manager Bud Black is experimenting with Charlie Blackmon in the No. 3 spot in the lineup. Blackmon had one of 

the all-time great seasons at leadoff, with 100-plus RBIs. The guess here is, they don’t tinker with what worked 

perfectly. 

• Thomas Harding of MLB.com did a nice story on the heroic Chad Bettis, who returned last year after testicular 

cancer returned. Great young man. 
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Colorado Rockies: The future of DJ LeMahieu with Trevor Story 

by Aaron Hurt | 19 hours ago | RoxPile 
 

Before the arrival of DJ LeMahieu, the Colorado Rockies have had a revolving door at second base. In the years 

before LeMahieu took over regular full-time duties in 2013, from Eric Young to Mike Lansing to Clint Barmes, 

there have been 12 different everyday starters at second. 

However, with this being the final year of LeMahieu’s contract, the future of second base for the Rockies may hinge on a 

different position … shortstop. 

In any other year, re-signing a 29-year-old two-time All-Star, two-time Gold Glover, and a one-time batting champ would 

be a top priority. Except the Rockies have two other large contracts (Charlie Blackmon and Nolan Arenado) in mind at 

the same time as LeMahieu’s. 

The biggest factor determining LeMahieu’s future could be the play of Trevor Story. After exploding into the league hitting 

.272 with 27 home runs and 72 RBI in an injury-shortened rookie year, Story’s numbers slipped to .239 with 24 homers 

and 82 RBI … and a National League-leading 191 strikeouts in 2017.MORE FROM ROX PILE 

If Story is able to bounce back from his sophomore slump and solidify his place in the lineup at shortstop, the Rockies will 

be forced to move Brendan Rodgers, the Rockies top prospect and ranked 29th in all of baseball according to ESPN’s 

Keith Law.  

Like Ryan McMahon, who switched positions from third to first because his path to the Majors was blocked for obvious 

reasons (Arenado), Rodgers’ fast track to the majors may be shorter by switching to second. By moving the top 

prospect to second base, the need for LeMahieu’s future services would decrease significantly. 

But if Story struggles this year, his days in a Rockies uniform could be numbered, clearing the way for Rodgers to stay at 

short and increasing the pressure to re-sign LeMahieu. 

This spring, Bud Black will get a good idea at what the future holds with Rodgers getting his first spring training action 

as a non-roster invitee. But no matter the success Brendan Rodgers might have this year, the fate of DJ LeMahieu in 

purple pinstripes may ultimately rest in the hands of Trevor Story. 
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Colorado Rockies: Pat Valaika is the underdog they need 

by Olivia Greene | 16 hours ago | RoxPile 
 

At the age of 25, Pat Valaika has already shown his worth to the Colorado Rockies just through his success in 

pinch-hitting situations. This kid may be one of the best “clutch guys” the Rockies could have on the Opening 

Day roster. With the team looking to get deeper into the postseason in 2018, they need Valaika on the bench and 

able to be put in during crucial situations. 

Batting 

Valaika has only been playing in the big leagues for a little more than a year. His 2016 season was pretty short with the 

Rockies with just 19 plate appearances, but it was 2017 when he made a splash … and many were surprised by it. It 

seems to me that 2017 was the year Bud Black put his faith into Valaika. He played in 110 games with 195 plate 

appearances. This lead to him having 40 hits, 13 home runs, 47 RBI, and a .258 batting average. 

As Thomas Harding of MLB.com pointed out in this article, Valaika led MLB pinch-hitters last season with 12 runs, eight 

doubles and 12 extra-base hits. He also tied for the top spot in home runs with four and drove in 16 runs as a pinch-hitter, 

the most for a rookie since 1958. 

Don’t forget he also came through during the postseason. He hit a nice double in the Wild Card loss against Arizona. 

Yes, Valaika has shown that he come into a situation at any moment and perform. This is good for a guy who is still trying 

to show his worth to an organization and find a regular spot to contribute. 

Fielding 

Over his time with the Rockies thus far, you can tell that Valaika is a strong utility guy. He has played 25 games at third 

base, 24 at shortstop, 13 at second base, five at first base and five in left field. This is one of the guys who the Rockies 

should platoon in order to have a dependable person on the field, no matter the position. 

Looking over his stats, he has done extremely well at first base (*wink wink*) in limited opportunities. Now I’m not saying 

that Valaika will solve the first base dilemma but there’s a chance he could make things better and easier for the Rockies 

during some games there this season. 
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What I’m Getting At 

Pat Valaika is needed this season. The Rockies need someone like him if they want to continue down the route they’re 

taking. In other words, in a bottom of the ninth situation when you have runners on and the game is tied, if I’m Bud Black, 

I’m bringing Valaika in to hit. 

The Rockies have to put their trust in the youth movement and Valaika is a big part of the movement. Here’s another 

example, Valaika is the equivalent to what Kiké Hernandez is to the Dodgers. In other words, he won’t start all the time, 

but when he does, you know it’s a critical situation that the team wants to succeed in. 

Having Pat Valaika in Colorado’s arsenal is something teams underestimated last season. This year, I believe he’ll keep 

coming through in the big moments. 
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Opinion: Rockies ace Gray key to winning first division title 

Mark Knudson | Coloradoan 

Jon Gray experienced frustration at the start and end of the 2017 season. 

 

In between, there was a lot to be happy about for the Colorado Rockies and their talented right-handed pitcher. The team 

was in the playoff race from Opening Day until it clinched a spot the last weekend of the season. 

 

Gray returned from an early stint on the disabled list and ended up leading the starting staff in earned run average (3.61), 

winning percentage (10-4) and WHIP (1.30) while ending up second in batting average against (.266). 

 

Even during a season when a quartet of rookie starting pitchers was grabbing the headlines, Gray was clearly Colorado’s 

best starting pitcher. 

 

For 2018 to be as good or perhaps better, Gray needs to have his best season yet. For Colorado to capture its first 

National League Western Division crown, the club's designated ace has to become the club’s first 20-game winner. 

 

Last season began with similar expectations. After starting off spring training on a nice roll, Gray injured his left foot but 

tried to pitch through it. The second-year hurler landed on the DL after just two regular-season starts with a stress 

fracture. 

 

After being counted on to lead the rotation in his second full season in the big leagues, Gray instead watched rookies Kyle 

Freeland, Antonio Senzatela, German Marquez and Jeff Hoffman steal the spotlight while keeping the Rockies near the 

top of the NL Western Division standings for the first three months of the season. 

 

Gray returned at the end of June and ended up winning 10 of his 20 starts, stabilizing the rotation while the other starters 

dealt with their own ups and downs. By September, it was clear the Rockies would go as far in the playoffs as their ace 

could take them. 

 

That ended up being one game, one very frustrating game. 
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In his first post-season start, and the team’s first post-season appearance since 2009, Gray was roughed up by the 

Arizona Diamondbacks. He faced only 11 hitters, lasting just 1⅓ innings and giving up seven hits and four earned runs. 

 

What made it worse was that the Rockies offense had success against D-Backs ace Zack Grienke. A typical Gray 

performance that night would have likely been enough to send the Rockies into the Divisional Series against a Los 

Angeles Dodgers team that Colorado had taken the season series from. Instead, they went home after losing to Arizona 

11-8 in the NL Wild Card game. 

 

Oh, what might have been. 

 

Now, it’s all about what can be. 

 

Gray and his fellow pitchers have arrived at the start of spring training with redemption on their minds and confidence in 

their back pockets. Bolstered by last season’s success, the young guns have something to prove and the ability to prove 

it. Still, Gray must lead the way. 

 

The Rockies have never had a 20-game winner in their 25-year history. In order to overcome the Dodgers and capture 

that coveted first division title, Gray may need to be the first to accomplish that 20-win season. Given that he won 10 

games during what amounts to just more than a half-season last year and wasn’t at his best, winning 20 games is 

certainly doable for the third-year pro.   

 

Colorado has seven viable candidates for five starting rotation spots. Make that six for four, because Gray is written down 

in ink. The others — veterans Chad Bettis and Tyler Anderson, plus the four second-year guys — all have something to 

prove. 

 

Bettis has to show he’s fully recovered and past the effects of extended cancer treatment that wiped out most of his 

2017. Anderson has to bounce back from yet another injury-marred season that saw him go 6-6. Last year’s rookie 

foursome have to prove they have the ability to adjust to a league full of hitters that now have a book on each of them. 
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For Colorado to surpass last season’s win total and challenge for the franchise’s first division title, the top two guys in the 

starting rotation — Gray and TBD — need to combine to be about 10 to 2 games over .500. So if Gray can have a 20-10 

kind of season, and the rest of the rotation and the revamped bullpen can be just a couple of games north of break-even, 

you’re looking at a 90-plus win season. 

 

The Dodgers are loaded again and the Diamondbacks have no plans of sliding back to the pack after their own playoff 

season. And the San Francisco Giants have reloaded. The NL West could be the best division in all of baseball again this 

coming season. 

 

All the more critical the Rockies' best pitcher goes out and produces the best season from a Rockies starter. No pressure, 

Jon. Just need you to win 20 this year. 
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