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The Athletic 
‘I think we’re back to ’16’: Led by pitching and defense, the Cubs have a familiar look  
By Sahadev Sharma 
 
Maybe Joe Maddon’s 2017 slogan, “D-Peat,” just took a year to sink in. A season after the Cubs’ World 
Series hangover kept them from being as crisp on the mound or in the field, the North Siders are starting 
to look more like the team everyone figured would take over the National League for the next half 
decade. 
 
“I think we’re back to ’16,” Saturday’s starter Jon Lester said. “It took everybody a little bit to recover 
and get back to normal. When you come off that high of Game 7, you’re looking for that high. You’re 
trying to get up for every game and it’s just not there. I think it took us a while for that. This year, I feel 
like everybody just came in with a different mentality. Everybody always says, ‘This is the hardest I’ve 
worked this offseason, I’m in the best shape of my life,’ or whatever nonsense they want to say. But I 
feel like guys made an effort to work on their weaknesses.” 
 
Whatever those weaknesses may have been, they’ve not been as glaring in 2018. Addison Russell is 
making better throws from shortstop. Javier Báez is moving around the infield and coming up with 
brilliant defensive play after brilliant defensive play. Even on Saturday when he came in late as a 
defensive replacement, Báez made a running catch in foul territory to close out the team’s 2-0 victory 
over the Pittsburgh Pirates. 
 
Kyle Schwarber has bounced back at the plate and looks solid in left field (I’m not sure how much I trust 
the advanced defensive metrics here, but among left fielders with at least 100 innings played, he’s fifth 
in DRS and fourth UZR/150). Albert Almora Jr. has emerged as a Gold Glove center fielder and is hitting 
for average wherever he’s put in the lineup. Jason Heyward is hitting more than he ever has in a Cubs 
uniform. He hit a ball hard that looked like it would be caught in center, but Starling Marte slipped and it 
went for two bases. The Cubs would score two runs in the first, both on productive outs, and it would be 
all they’d need. 
 
Lester tossed seven shutout frames, allowing just one hit and walking two batters – back-to-back in the 
second when he said he fell out of his mechanics. He dropped his ERA to 2.22 and is looking more like 
the 2016 version of himself over the 2017 Lester who had a 4.33 ERA and failed to reach the 200-inning 
mark for just the second time in a decade. 
 
“I think the biggest thing is I just feel good,” Lester said.” Compared to last year where I was at body-
wise, mechanically, kind of everything never really synced up. I don’t know what that was. Maybe just 
the long two years or whatever here with the playoffs and World Series. Maybe I didn’t get a chance to 
recover. I don’t know. This year I just feel better. My body feels better, I’m recovering, I’m taking my 
bullpens into starts. It’s good right now.” 
 
Lester threw 104 pitches and said he felt like he could’ve gone deeper, joking that next time he’ll just 
head to the mound for another inning to try and force Maddon’s hand. He threw his four-seamer 49 
times, according to Statcast, and then had a nice even distribution between his cutter, curveball and 
changeup while also mixing in five two-seamers. 
 
Lester said perhaps the silver-lining from last season’s struggles was that since not many of his pitches 
were working, he had to go to his changeup more than he had in recent seasons. That allowed him to 
get a feel for the pitch and this season, it’s been a real weapon for him as he said he believes it’s been 
his best off-speed offering. 
 



 
Lester used his changeup around 11 percent of the time between 2010-2013. In 2014, one of the best 
seasons of his career, the usage on the pitch dropped to 2.6 percent. In his first two seasons with the 
Cubs, that number hovered just a tick above 5 percent. And during last season’s struggles, it jumped to 
8.6 percent. But with nothing else really working for him that year, it wasn’t really notable. 
 
Now he’s got his cutter going again and his fastball command is where it needs to be. And while he’s still 
searching for his curve – he believes it’s the pitch that takes him the longest to get a feel for in-season – 
the changeup usage is up to 10.5 percent and it’s been effective. Opponents are hitting just .140 off of it 
and have just one extra-base hit against the offering. He’s getting a 29.6 percent whiff/swing rate on it, 
second only to his curve (37.9 percent). That’s hardly Carlos Carrasco or Chris Sale territory, but it’s been 
a weapon that he didn’t have before. 
 
“It’s very impressive and it’s been very necessary,” Maddon said of Lester’s bounce-back 2018 season. 
“We needed that from him again today. A starter going six-plus or seven permits less usage [of the 
bullpen] at the end, which permits a team to stay hot. Jon has been very large in that regard.” 
 
Brandon Morrow rested for the second straight day, and with setup man Carl Edwards Jr. on the shelf, 
Justin Wilson and Steve Cishek worked a perfect final two innings as the bullpen continued to shine. 
Cishek said he’d been so used to coming in earlier, that he didn’t even realize it was the ninth inning 
until there were two outs and the crowd got on its feet to cheer. He said he wasn’t feeling his best, so 
that actually got him a little pumped up and he finished off the game for his second save of the year. 
 
Wilson had a 5.59 ERA and a ridiculous 23.9 percent walk rate in April. He’s still walking batters at a 14.9 
percent rate since May 1, but three of those 10 walks came in one particularly disastrous outing and 
even then, he’s striking out batters at a 34.3 percent rate, allowing a mere .125 batting average against 
and posting a ridiculous 0.53 ERA during that span. Along with Cishek and Pedro Strop, who closed out 
Friday’s win, the Cubs’ deep bullpen has managed to overcome injuries and overuse because of extra-
inning games and short outings from the starters. 
 
“Justin Wilson, this guy’s got the capabilities of closing games,” Maddon said. “He’s done it in the past. 
He’s throwing strikes like that, he’s very difficult. Cishek is another guy that’s closed in the past. Stropy. 
We’ve got a lot of guys who are capable. The entire bullpen deserves a lot of credit.” 
 
The bullpen can thank Lester, who has gone seven innings in two straight starts and in three of his last 
four. And Lester can thank his defense for allowing him to get away with mistakes here and there. 
 
“I feel like for the most part I’m executing pitches,” Lester said. “And when they do hit the ball hard, it’s 
right at somebody. A little bit of luck right now and at the same time, I feel like I’m executing pretty 
well.” 
 
When Lester talks about that 2016 swagger, the Cubs’ defensive genius was a highlight — that year they 
had a .745 defensive efficiency and a 6.38 park-adjusted defensive efficiency. Both of those numbers 
were historically great and lapped the rest of the league. This season, while not quite at that level, 
they’re once again atop baseball in both categories, posting a .736 and 4.26, respectively. 
 
Báez says he’s seeing the same focus on defense that he saw two years ago. 
 
“We’ve been making great plays these past few days,” Báez said. “We’ve been playing good baseball the 
last 15 games. And we’re still not the whole team hot. We just keep it going. As long as we play good 
defense for our pitchers like we’ve been doing, I think that’s what wins games. Playing perfect defense. 
The hits are going to come.” 



 
 
Pitching and defense led the Cubs to a championship in 2016 and it’s what’s led to their recent run of 
success. The pitching staff as a whole leads the NL (second in baseball) with a 3.15 ERA. Since last 
Monday, the day following Tyler Chatwood’s rough 2 2/3 outing against San Francisco (a game they still 
were able to win), Cubs starters have a 2.34 ERA, second-best in baseball during that span. 
 
The defense is making plays, whether it’s Báez, Heyward, Russell, Almora or even less heralded 
defensive players like Schwarber or Ian Happ. Everyone seems locked in on the field and as confident as 
can be off of it. 
 
One could point out that the offense has only scored four runs in the last two games, but this is a team 
that is going to score in bunches. When the offense isn’t playing up to their capabilities, that’s exactly 
when great teams have other units step up. Thus far they have. Willson Contreras and Kris Bryant will 
eventually start hitting for power again and the offense as a whole will find their rhythm. If the pitching 
and defense continue to perform as they have the past 10 days, that 2016 feeling won’t be fleeting. 
 
-- 
 
Cubs.com 
Cubs win 4th straight after Lester 1-hits Bucs  
By Carrie Muskat 
 
CHICAGO -- Jon Lester is in a groove. 
 
The left-hander gave up one hit over seven shutout innings on Saturday to lead the Cubs to a 2-0 victory 
over the Pirates at Wrigley Field. The outing follows the seven shutout innings he threw against the 
Mets on June 3, when he gave up two hits. 
 
"It's been very impressive and very necessary," manager Joe Maddon said of Lester's recent success. 
"We needed that from him today." 
 
With the win, the Cubs improved to 15-6 since May 18, and their starting pitchers are 10-5 in that 
stretch. Lester said the run is reminiscent of how well the Cubs played in 2016. You'll remember how 
that season ended. 
 
"I think it took everybody a little bit to recover and get back to normal," Lester said of the 2017 season. 
"You come off that high of Game 7 [in the World Series] and you're looking for that high and trying to 
get up for every game, and it's just not there. I think it took us a while. 
 
"This year, I feel, everybody came in with a different mentality. Everybody says, 'It's the hardest I've 
worked this offseason' and 'It's the best shape I've been in my life,' or whatever nonsense they want to 
say, but I feel guys made an effort to work on their weaknesses." 
 
Outfielder Jason Heyward didn't want to go that far in comparing this year with '16. 
 
"Every year is different," Heyward said. "There's new challenges, teams are different. ... I feel our 
execution is going well. I feel the biggest thing about this year is that we're doing a good job of turning 
the page, and not getting too high or too low." 
 
The only hit off Lester was a triple by Austin Meadows into the right-field corner with two outs in the 
third; he then retired the next 13. Lester is now 6-2 in his last 10 starts and has given up 12 earned runs 



 
over 62 2/3 innings, for a 1.72 ERA. The lefty even executed his "Jordan to Pippen" one-hop bounce pass 
to first baseman Anthony Rizzo to throw out Nick Kingham and end the Pirates' fifth. 
 
"His overall game's been really top shelf," Pirates manager Clint Hurdle said of Lester. "He threw another 
good outing today. He's been good for a long time." 
 
The only glitch came with one out in the second, when Lester issued back-to-back walks. 
 
"These guys give you tough at-bats -- they've given me a tough time," Lester said of the Pirates. "Today 
we were able to make some good pitches, and the walks didn't end up hurting me." 
 
The Cubs gave Lester a quick 2-0 lead in the first on a run-scoring groundout by Ben Zobrist and a 
sacrifice fly by Rizzo off Kingham. 
 
What's been the key for Lester? Maddon credits the left-hander's consistent delivery. 
 
"I think the biggest thing is, I feel good compared to last year where I was at body-wise," Lester said. 
"Mechanically, everything never really synced up [last year]. 
 
"This year I feel better, my body feels better. It's not like we've reinvented any wheel or tried anything 
new. I feel like I'm for the most part executing pitches, and when they do [make contact], they hit the 
ball right at somebody. It's a little bit of luck, and I feel like I'm executing well." 
 
MOMENTS THAT MATTERED 
Quick start: Morning rain created a slippery outfield for Pirates center fielder Starling Marte, which led 
to a Cubs run. Kris Bryant, leading off for the second straight game, was hit by a pitch and reached third 
on Heyward's double, which Marte missed as he slipped on the wet grass. Bryant scored on Zobrist's 
groundout, and Rizzo followed with a sacrifice fly for a 2-0 lead. Rizzo now has 21 RBIs in his last 20 
games. 
 
"I'm just happy [Marte] fell down right there and put us in a position to score," said Heyward, who has 
hit the ball hard this season but often right at defenders. "Fortunately, something good happened when 
I hit it hard." 
 
SOUND SMART 
• Three pitchers combined on the one-hitter, the fewest hits allowed since a one-hitter on Sept. 19, 
2017, against Tampa Bay. 
 
• Lester is the first Cubs pitcher with two consecutive starts of at least seven scoreless innings and two 
hits or fewer in the same season since Orval Overall did so in September 1909. 
 
• The shutout was the Cubs' ninth of the season, tops in the Major Leagues. 
 
YOU GOTTA SEE THIS 
Javier Baez did not start the game but was inserted defensively at second base in the ninth inning and, 
naturally, made the final out in style. With two outs, Marte popped up toward foul territory near the 
tarp along the right-field line, and Baez was able to catch the ball two steps before colliding with the 
brick wall. 
 
"I'm really good seeing where I'm at on the field," Baez said. "I took a few peeks to the wall." 
 



 
Said Heyward: "Great play. Sun, wind, all that stuff, him having to go that far, it was fun to watch." 
 
HE SAID IT 
"We've been playing good baseball these last 15 games. We still don't have the whole team hot. We just 
have to keep it going. As well as we play defense, good defense for our pitchers, I think that's what wins 
games, playing perfect defense. Hits are going to come." -- Baez 
 
MITEL REPLAY REVIEW 
With one out in the Pirates' first, Meadows hit a grounder to first baseman Rizzo, who flipped to Lester. 
Meadows was called safe, but the Cubs challenged the ruling, and after a review, it was overturned. 
 
UP NEXT 
Kyle Hendricks will close the series on Sunday. He had trouble with his fastball command in his last start 
and served up a season-high five runs over five innings in a loss to the Phillies. He's also been hurt by the 
long ball, giving up 12 in 12 games. The problem? He's falling behind batters and trying to avoid walks, 
and getting in trouble because of it. First pitch is scheduled for 1:20 p.m. CT from Wrigley Field. Ivan 
Nova gets the start for Pittsburgh. 
 
-- 
 
Cubs.com 
Maddon liking the look of Bryant as leading man  
By Carrie Muskat 
 
CHICAGO -- Anthony Rizzo and Willson Contreras spent one game each batting leadoff, but Kris Bryant 
was back at the top of the lineup on Saturday for the second straight game. 
 
How long will manager Joe Maddon keep Bryant there? 
 
"I don't know. I honestly don't know," Maddon said prior to Saturday's game against the Pirates. "He 
does such a great job of getting on base. I like where Jason Heyward is right now [batting second]. You 
can hit [Ben Zobrist] anywhere. I honestly don't know [about Bryant]. I'm playing it by feel on this one 
and will try to determine the right thing to do on a daily basis." 
 
As he did on Friday -- when he went 3-for-4 with three singles in the Cubs' 3-1 win in his first pro game 
as the leadoff man -- Bryant had an immediate impact from the top of the order. After being hit by a 
Nick Kingham pitch, he advanced to third on Heyward's double and scored on Zobrist's groundout. He 
would finish the game, a 2-0 Cubs win, 0-for-2 with a walk and a strikeout. 
 
Overall, Cubs leadoff batters have combined to hit .287 this season, tops in the National League. Bryant 
was the team's eighth leadoff man. 
 
"It's more than hitting -- it's how he looked," Maddon said. "If he's able to continue to work on the stuff 
he's working on, I think you'll see the ball go over the fence very soon. It was much better posture. I like 
it -- it's kind of fun when he gets up there more often." 
 
Bryant entered Saturday's game riding a 20-game homerless streak, which matches his longest drought 
since starting his career in 2015 with 20 straight homerless games. 
 
• Right fielder Heyward is another batter who has shown improvement at the plate. 
 



 
"He's made some nice mechanical adjustments," Maddon said. "Normally I talk more about mental 
adjustments, but I think with him and with [Bryant], I'm seeing a mechanical adjustment that matters. 
 
"Until a hitter feels what you're talking about, he really doesn't know [if the change will work], and I 
think he's starting to feel it now, and he's in a better position to do what you're seeing him doing 
compared to how he'd been set up the last couple years," Maddon said. 
 
It helps that Heyward has had success against left-handed pitchers, success that includes his walk-off 
grand slam off the Phillies' Adam Morgan on Wednesday. 
 
"When you hit a walk-off against a really tough lefty, that's pretty good stuff," Maddon said. "There's a 
lot of stuff there benefiting his confidence. The guy's a winner. I think it's interesting. I talk often about 
[Justin] Wilson being the linchpin in the bullpen, and Jason could be the same way on the field." 
 
• Yu Darvish played catch on Saturday for the fourth time in the last five days as he continues his rehab 
from inflammation in his right triceps. 
 
"The pain is subsiding and it's becoming more of a soreness, so that's a good thing," Maddon said. "He's 
still not ready to get to the mound yet. He's still in a 'play catch' mode. Everything's advancing -- not 
quickly, but it's advancing." 
 
Carl Edwards Jr., on the disabled list since May 30 with inflammation in his right shoulder, is making 
progress. 
 
"Things are trending well," Maddon said. "The strength level is getting where it needs to be." 
 
-- 
 
NBC Sports Chicago 
Get this guy to the All-Star Game: Jon Lester has been a steady force for the Cubs and one of the best 
pitchers in the National League  
By Vinnie Duber 
 
The prospect of a 2018 National League All-Star squad without Jon Lester on it just doesn’t seem right. 
 
At 34 — in both age and jersey number — Lester has been one of the NL’s finest pitchers this season, his 
ERA dropping to 2.22 after seven shutout innings in Saturday’s win at Wrigley Field, a mark that ranks 
third in the Senior Circuit behind only Jacob DeGrom and Max Scherzer. 
 
In a season dominated by cries of “what’s wrong with Yu Darvish?” — and, to a lesser extent, “what’s 
wrong with Jose Quintana?” — Lester has been the picture of consistency. Not bad for a guy who faced 
questions about how much he had left in the tank before the campaign began. 
 
“I feel good,” he said after Saturday’s performance. “I think the biggest thing is I just feel good. 
Compared to last year with where I was at body wise, mechanically, everything never really sync’d up. I 
don’t know what that was. Maybe just the long two years here with the playoffs and World Series I 
didn’t get a chance to recover, I don’t know. 
 
“But this year I feel better, my body feels better, I’m recovering. I’m taking my bullpens into starts. So 
it’s good right now. It’s not like we’ve reinvented any wheel or tried anything new, just I feel like I’m, for 



 
the most part, executing pitches and when they do hit the ball hard it’s right at somebody. Little bit of 
luck right now, and at the same time I feel like I’m executing pretty well.” 
 
Lester was dominant Saturday, holding the visiting Pittsburgh Pirates to just one hit before he left after 
seven innings. And the combo of Justin Wilson and Steve Cishek didn’t allow anything, either, meaning 
the Pirates went down in order over the game’s final six innings. The pitching made a 2-0 game feel like 
a 10-0 game. 
 
And that’s what Lester’s been doing a lot of lately. He’s got a 1.63 ERA over his last eight starts — and 
he’s gone at least six innings in each of his last five outings, including three seven-inning outings, an 
important fact for the Cubs and their bullpen. Brief outings by Darvish and Quintana have been the 
biggest complaint about this group, leading to a heavy use of Joe Maddon’s bullpen. 
 
Lester spoke about the importance of starting pitchers lasting deep into games way back in spring 
training. Lately, he’s been holding up his end of the bargain, and his manager couldn’t be happier. 
 
“It’s been very impressive and it’s been very necessary. We needed that from him (Saturday),” Maddon 
said. “It’s easy to parcel out bullpen when you’re not winning. You can just break up the innings, and 
you’re able and well when you’re not winning. When you are winning, it becomes more difficult. So him 
going seven, a starter going six-plus or seven, permits less usage at the end, which permits a team to 
stay hot. Jon has been very large in that regard.” 
 
Lester felt he could’ve gone even longer. 
 
“One of these days, I’m going to leave it on Joe and I’m just going to run out to the mound for that extra 
inning and let him decide who’s going to pitch if there’s another pitcher standing out there,” he said. “I 
felt like today I could’ve gone another one, just felt like I got better and stronger as we went along. 
 
“Just try to save the bullpen, that’s our job, especially when we’re short. And we’ve had some games 
where we haven’t been able to get as deep in games as we like. But guys have done a good job of 
picking each other up and filling that void and getting to those back-end guys.” 
 
The questions before the season started were reasonable enough. Lester had one of the worst statistical 
seasons of his career in 2017, finishing with a 4.33 ERA, his highest since 2012, and failing to pitch 200 
innings during the regular season for the first time since 2011. Giving up 10 runs in the first innings to 
these same Pirates in the final game before the All-Star break was a hard memory to shake for plenty of 
fans and observers. 
 
But he’s answered those questions through the first two and a half months of this season, looking as 
good as he ever has. He’s never finished a season with an ERA as low as the one he’s got now. And he’s 
been the ace of his staff in every way. Though he rejected the label back in the spring, he’s guided the 
starting staff through an interesting couple of months. Darvish is on the disabled list with an unknown 
return date. Quintana’s ERA is up over 4.00. Tyler Chatwood has 21 more walks than the next most 
frequent walk-issuing pitcher in the NL. 
 
But Lester has been fantastic, taking last season and turning it around completely. 
 
“I don’t ever doubt myself as far as my ability,” Lester said. “I think the biggest thing is that I knew, 
physically, where I was at. I wasn’t able to repeat like I normally would. So it was just a battle. We had to 
alter my whole game plan. The cutter wasn’t there, the fastball command wasn’t there last year, so we 
had to change a bunch of stuff. 



 
 
“But until they take the jersey off my back, I’m not going to doubt myself.” 
 
-- 
 
NBC Sports Chicago 
Drew Smyly, planned pitching option for 2019, could end up as a possibility for Cubs this season  
By Vinnie Duber 
 
A guy projected to be a key contributor for the 2019 Cubs could wind up making an impact in 2018. 
 
Drew Smyly was signed the same night as Brandon Morrow during the Winter Meetings with an eye on 
the future, considering the former Detroit Tiger and Tampa Bay Ray was in recovery mode after having 
Tommy John surgery last summer. General manager Jed Hoyer went as far as saying that night that “this 
is a move that’s focused on 2019.” 
 
But Cubs skipper Joe Maddon, who managed Smyly in Tampa before coming to the North Side of 
Chicago, said Saturday that Smyly could be an option for the team before this season is over. 
 
Smyly threw a batting-practice session Friday at Wrigley Field in front of Cubs coaches, front-office staff 
and teammates who might have never seen him pitch before. He said he felt good as his recovery is 
progressing. And if everything goes right from here on, maybe Smyly could find himself on the mound 
for the Cubs later this season. 
 
“That was the plan moving into this season,” Maddon said. “We talked in spring training, he has it in his 
mind exactly what he wants to have happen, the fact that he can contribute to us this year. From that 
appearance (Friday), it really looks like that is a strong possibility. But again, with this kind of an injury, 
you still want to play it along properly, let biology take its course, and then eventually you make your 
decision. But he has had this in his mind from the beginning. He wants to be able to do that, and it looks 
like he’s on a path to do that.” 
 
“With each time, I feel a little less and less hesitation,” Smyly said Friday. “With my curveball, I don’t 
think I’ve really snapped it down yet, there’s a little bit there. But with my fastball and changeup, it’s 
kind of gone. I can just forget about my elbow and pitch, and that’s a really good feeling to have. It’s 
been basically a year since I’ve been pain free, so I’m very hopeful that it will stay smooth for me down 
this final stretch as I start getting in games and facing rehab and get back here as soon as I can.” 
 
Now, who knows in what capacity Smyly would serve for a team that figures to be making a playoff 
chase in the latter months of the 2018 campaign. Smyly has made 85 starts in his big league career, but 
the starting staff is pretty jam-packed as it is, with Mike Montgomery only getting an opportunity to 
start games with Yu Darvish on the disabled list. Once Darvish returns, Montgomery, who has been 
turning in great results as a starting pitcher, will likely be forced back to the bullpen. 
 
Smyly, though, has made plenty of relief appearances in his career, too, 71 of them, to be precise. While 
the Cubs’ bullpen has been very strong — coming into Saturday with a 2.62 relief ERA, one of the three 
best marks in baseball — adding another arm, especially one that could eat up multiple innings, late in 
the season could be helpful. 
 
But what about 2019? Where does Smyly fit in that picture? He was signed prior to the Cubs shelling out 
big bucks for Darvish at the start of spring training, meaning a rotation spot that might have been open 
in 2019 has now been spoken for. In fact, all five members of the Cubs’ current starting rotation — 



 
Darvish, Jon Lester, Kyle Hendricks, Jose Quintana and Tyler Chatwood— are potentially under team 
control through the 2020 season (there are some team and club options in there that make it slightly 
less than a certainty). Montgomery is under team control, too, though his tendency to be squeezed out 
of the rotation on an annual basis might make him a candidate to pitch elsewhere. 
 
Smyly, though, could serve in a role similar to what Montgomery has done for the past several seasons: 
a quality long-relief man who is also capable of filling in as a quality spot starter. Montgomery has been 
incredibly valuable to Maddon in that role, and whether Montgomery moves on to another team or 
stays with the Cubs, surely they would love having another player capable of that same back-and-forth 
between the rotation and bullpen. Smyly could fit that bill. 
 
For the time being, though, Smyly still has plenty of work to do to get back to full strength. But he’s 
feeling good about his progress to this point. 
 
“I’ve still got a few more live BPs, and I’ll start doing some sim games in Arizona. Hopefully by early July, 
somewhere right around there, I can start a rehab assignment,” Smyly said. “I’m sure it’ll be like a whole 
month of building up. I just need innings, I need to go compete and face some hitters, but I look forward 
to it. It’s going to be a fun time when I’m pitching every five days. 
 
“Feeling pain free, not having much hesitation, forgetting about the surgery and competing. It’s just me 
and the hitter, giving my best. I’m not fully letting it go yet, but (Friday) was a big step for me just facing 
some major league hitters and throwing at Wrigley Field. It was a lot of fun. With each time, I’ll put a 
little bit more into it. But my body’s responding great. I haven’t had any hiccups yet — knock on wood — 
and I just hope to stay the course down the final stretch.” 
-- 
 
Chicago Tribune 
Jon Lester fires a gem as the red-hot Cubs one-hit Pirates  
By Teddy Greenstein 
 
Jon Lester summed up the blissful state of the Cubs in four words: “We’re back to ’16.” 
 
And then, as if blanking the Pirates over seven innings Saturday in a 2-0 victory wasn’t enough, Lester 
elaborated: “It took time for everybody to recover. When you come off that high of Game 7, you’re 
trying to get up for every game (the next season). And it’s not there. This year everybody came in with a 
different mentality. Everybody always says, ‘This is the hardest I’ve worked’ or ‘This is the best shape of 
my life’ … whatever nonsense. But I feel like guys made an effort to work on their weaknesses.” 
 
Lester mentioned shortstop Addison Russell, who looked sharp Saturday in his return from a sprained 
finger, and Ian Happ, who made three sliding catches Friday in left field. 
 
Jason Heyward and Kyle Schwarber also made excellent grabs, leading manager Joe Maddon to describe 
the defense as “spectacular … the outfield play is really jacked up.” 
 
Javier Baez came on for defense in the ninth and produced a web gem to end the game, sprinting from 
second base to the edge of the wall to snatch a foul pop. 
 
“Sun, wind, all that stuff and having to go that far … it was fun to watch,” Heyward said. 
 
At this rate, MLB might want to look into a bulk shipping rate for Gold Gloves. 
 



 
Said Baez: “I went for it even though we were up by two. You don’t want to get hurt on a play like that.” 
 
The Cubs won for the 11th time in 13 games with tight defense and pitching — one hit allowed — and 
juuuust enough at the plate. 
 
They scored twice in the first inning on a lone hit — and a lucky one at that. But the best teams take 
advantage of their breaks, and the Cubs did that with A-plus situational hitting. 
 
Kris Bryant, batting leadoff for the second straight day, got plunked on the left shoulder by Nick 
Kingham. Heyward ripped a ball to left-center, where Starling Marte slipped on the turf that got soaked 
by morning rain. 
 
Ben Zobrist plated Bryant and advanced Heyward with a grounder to first. Anthony Rizzo lined one to 
right for a sac fly. And that was it: a 2-0 lead. Game over (eventually). 
 
Lester lowered his ERA to 2.22, third-best in the National League. He issued back-to-back one-out walks 
in the second and appeared to jaw with plate umpire Doug Eddings. 
 
“I watched him closely,” Maddon said, “and he didn’t beat up on himself or get frustrated.” 
 
Said Lester: “I got out of my mechanics in that inning.” 
 
But Lester struck out the final two in the frame and allowed only a two-out triple to right by Austin 
Meadows in the third. 
 
His improvement from last season — 4.33 ERA — mirrors the Cubs as a whole. They were 30-31 at this 
point last year. This group is 37-24. 
 
“It was a battle,” Lester said of his 2017 season. “We had to alter my whole game plan. The cutter 
wasn’t there and my fastball command wasn’t there so we had to throw more sinkers and offspeed 
stuff. The silver lining is that I got a feel for my changeup, and that’s been my best offspeed pitch this 
year.” 
 
And he has a bunch of human vacuum cleaners roaming around behind him. 
 
“It’s fun to sit on the bench and watch them,” Lester said. “It’s even better when you’re on the mound 
and they make those plays for you.” 
 
-- 
 
Chicago Tribune 
Mike Brey and Joe Maddon keeping it loose at Wrigley Field  
By Teddy Greenstein 
 
Mike Brey posed for a pregame photo with Joe Maddon, posted it on Twitter and chose this caption: “ 
‘Loosest Coach In America’ meets the loosest manager in the game. Great to be back at Wrigley!’” 
 
The Notre Dame men’s basketball coach referred to his Cubs counterpart as “Coach Maddon” and joked 
of their easygoing style: “When you have a long-term contract, you can do that.” 
 



 
Brey returned to Wrigley Field on Saturday for at least the fourth time to throw out the ceremonial first 
pitch and guest-conduct “Take Me Out to the Ballgame.” 
 
The singing went better than the pitch, but reliever Cory Mazzoni did make a nice scoop on Brey’s one-
hopper. 
 
“Next time I may just come and sing,” Brey said, laughing. “I was very disappointed in my pitch and if Pat 
Connaughton sees it, my former player who was drafted by the Orioles (fourth round, 2014), he will be 
all over me.” 
 
During a pregame chat in the dugout, Maddon revealed he has never been to Notre Dame’s campus. 
 
“Shame on me,” Maddon said. “Nobody loves college campuses more than me. And then you take one 
that is so dripping with tradition like Notre Dame. So I want to get over there. I just don’t know when I 
can.” 
 
Brey gave him an idea: “After the World Series parade in November. We play Florida State in football 
Nov. 10, so maybe we can get him over. 
 
“I don’t think he can get to heaven until he makes a stop on our campus.” 
 
Believer: Jason Heyward collected a first-inning double for one of the Cubs’ six hits during their 2-0 
victory over the Pirates. He’s batting .386 (17-for-44) in his last 10 games. 
 
Maddon attributes the improvement mainly to mechanics: “To me it’s obvious. I get to see the open 
side a lot from (the) home (dugout) and I like what I’m seeing there. And when you start hitting it hard 
again and hit a walk-off against a tough lefty, your confidence soars.” 
 
Heyward bashed an Adam Morgan fastball for a walk-off grand slam Wednesday against the Phillies. 
 
“Less push, more snap,” Maddon said. “That’s why you’re seeing those vicious line drives the other way. 
His approach is outstanding. And confidence, man, he looks really good right now.” 
 
Asked about any grand-slam carryover, Heyward replied: “I don’t know. I don’t care. I feel like that at-
bat, I did things well enough to get to the point that I did to get to a mistake. That’s kind of how at-bats 
have been going recently. Pitchers are gonna make pitches. If you can lay off ’em, lay off ’em. If you can 
spoil ’em, spoil ’em. 
 
“Be present when there’s a pitch that I can hit.” 
 
Extra innings: Maddon called on Steve Cishek to close Saturday’s victory, opting to give Brandon Morrow 
an extra day of rest. … Maddon said the “pain is subsiding” in Yu Darvish’s right triceps but he is not 
ready to throw off a mound: “Everything is advancing … not quickly, but it’s advancing.” … Maddon said 
reliever Carl Edwards Jr. is gaining strength in his right shoulder and trending in the right direction. 
 
-- 
 
Chicago Sun-Times 
Jon Lester, Cubs starting to feel vibes of 2016 after victory over Pirates  
By Tom Musick 
 



 
The Prince song ‘‘1999’’ blasted through the speakers in the Cubs’ locker room after another narrow 
victory Saturday. 
 
But left-hander Jon Lester’s mind focused on a different year, one that led to an even bigger party on 
the North Side. 
 
‘‘I think we’re back to ’16, you know?’’ Lester said after allowing one hit in seven scoreless innings in a 2-
0 victory against the Pirates. ‘‘I think it took everybody a little bit last year to recover and get back to 
normal. 
 
‘‘When you come off that high of Game 7 [of the World Series], you’re looking for that high, you’re 
trying to get up for every game, and it’s just not there. I think it took awhile for that. This year, I feel like 
everybody just came in with a different mentality.’’ 
 
Recent results have supported Lester’s claim. At 37-24, the Cubs are a season-high 13 games above .500. 
They secured their fifth consecutive series victory and will go for a three-game sweep in the series finale 
Sunday. The Cubs have won eight of their last nine and 11 of their last 13. 
 
‘‘We’ve been making great plays these past few days,’’ second baseman Javy Baez said. ‘‘We’ve been 
playing good baseball. Hopefully, we just keep it going. As long as we play good defense for our pitchers, 
like we’ve been doing, I think that’s what wins games. Hits are going to come.’’ 
 
Baez did his part on defense, sprinting past the right-field line and into foul territory to make a dazzling 
catch to end the game. The play capped a stellar day of defense that featured full-sprint catches by 
outfielders Kyle Schwarber, Ian Happ and Jason Heyward, as well as snares in the infield by Kris Bryant 
and Addison Russell. 
 
The Cubs posted their ninth shutout of the season, more than they had all of last season (eight). 
 
‘‘Our defense today was spectacular,’’ manager Joe Maddon said. ‘‘It’s been spectacular more recently. 
The outfield play, probably if you compare it to the last couple of years, is really jacked up in a good 
way.’’ 
 
So is Lester. He endured an up-and-down 2017 season in which he finished 13-8 with a 4.33 ERA, nearly 
two runs higher than his 2.44 ERA in 2016. Some critics wondered whether innings and age had started 
to catch up to him. 
 
Now, however, the 34-year-old looks like an ace again. His one-hit outing against the Pirates extended 
his streak of scoreless innings to 16, and he improved to 7-2 with a 2.22 ERA on the season. He is 5-1 
with a 1.63 ERA in his last eight starts. 
 
‘‘I think the biggest thing is I just feel good,’’ Lester said. ‘‘Compared to last year with where I was at, 
body-wise, mechanically, everything never really synced up. 
 
‘‘I don’t know what that was. Maybe just the long two years or whatever here with the playoffs and 
World Series and stuff like that. Maybe I didn’t get a chance to recover, I don’t know. But this year I feel 
better. My body feels better. I’m recovering. I’m taking my bullpens into starts. It’s good right now.’’ 
 
Lester thought he could have pitched another inning, but Maddon turned to left-hander Justin Wilson 
for the eighth and right-hander Steve Cishek (second save) for the ninth. Closer Brandon Morrow is 
healthy, but he is getting an extra couple of days off. 



 
 
Maddon said he might rest other bullpen arms in the future, a plan helped by Lester’s consistency. 
 
‘‘It’s been very impressive, and it’s been very necessary,’’ Maddon said. ‘‘A starter going six-plus or 
seven permits less usage at the end, which permits a team to stay hot.’’ 
 
-- 
 
Chicago Sun-Times 
Jason Heyward’s hot hitting helps Cubs tie franchise record  
By Tom Musick 
 
Good contact leads to good luck. 
 
That was the primary takeaway from Jason Heyward’s double in the first inning of the Cubs’ 2-0 victory 
Saturday. His opposite-field shot toward the gap in left-center should have been caught, but Pirates 
center fielder Starling Marte lost his footing on the wet grass as the ball sailed over his head and 
bounced to the wall. 
 
‘‘Fortunately, something good happened,’’ a smiling Heyward said. 
 
The hit opened the door for a two-run inning, with Ben Zobrist and Anthony Rizzo driving in a run 
apiece. It also marked the Cubs’ 94th consecutive game with at least one extra-base hit, matching a 
franchise record. 
 
The extra-base-hit streak started Aug. 28, 2017. If the Cubs get an extra-base hit in the series finale 
Sunday, they will break the record they set from May 5 to Aug. 15, 1995. 
 
Manager Joe Maddon said a mechanical adjustment has led to more opposite-field drives from 
Heyward. 
 
‘‘It’s a matter of letting the ball get more deeply into the zone, but it’s also a matter of how you use your 
hands to get to it,’’ Maddon said. ‘‘There’s less push and more snap in his swing right now, and I think 
that’s why you’re seeing those vicious line drives the other way. I just think his approach is outstanding 
right now.’’ 
 
First things first 
 
Third baseman Kris Bryant went 510 career games without batting at the top of the order. On Saturday, 
he hit leadoff for the second time in as many games. 
 
Bryant went 0-for-2 with a hit-by-pitch, an intentional walk and a run scored after going 3-for-4 in his 
leadoff debut Friday. 
 
Could Bryant see more action atop the lineup? 
 
‘‘I honestly don’t know,’’ Maddon said. ‘‘I’m playing it by feel on this one.’’ 
 
Waiting on Yu 
 



 
Right-hander Yu Darvish has thrown on a flat surface but has yet to pitch off a mound in his recovery 
from tendinitis in his right triceps. 
 
The Cubs haven’t set a return date for Darvish, who went 1-3 with a 4.95 ERA before going on the 
disabled list May 23. He likely will have to go on a rehab assignment to the minor leagues when he is 
ready, Maddon said. 
 
‘‘He’s still just in ‘play catch’ mode,’’ Maddon said. ‘‘Everything is advancing — not quickly, but it’s 
advancing. I think by the end of next week we should have a pretty good idea where we’re at.’’ 
 
Making progress 
 
Maddon said reliever Carl Edwards Jr. is ‘‘trending well’’ as he recovers from inflammation in his right 
shoulder that sent him to the DL on May 30. He hasn’t played catch since the injury, though. 
 
‘‘The strength level has really come back up, and [trainer PJ Mainville] is really pleased with his 
progress,’’ Maddon said. 
 
Meanwhile, right-hander Eddie Butler is still not ready to come back from a strained right groin that sent 
him to the DL on 
April 20. Butler went 0-1 with a 4.30 ERA in six relief appearances before he was sidelined. 
 
-- 
 
Daily Herald 
Lester goes 7 strong innings in Cubs' win over Pirates  
By Bruce Miles 
 
In his three-and-a-half years in Chicago, Jon Lester consistently has warned that it takes him about 100 
innings in any season to see where he is as a pitcher. 
 
Lester isn't quite at 100 yet. He's at 77 innings, but it's fair to say he's looking pretty good. 
 
The 34-year-old ace of the Cubs staff looked vintage Saturday, as he pitched 7 innings of 1-hit ball in a 2-
0 victory over the Pittsburgh Pirates at Wrigley Field. 
 
The Cubs have won four in a row, and they're a season-high 13 games over .500 at 37-24. Lester is 7-2 
with a sparkling 2.22 ERA. 
 
The victory also was Lester's 50th as a Cub since 2015. He is 50-27 with a 3.21 ERA as a Cub. 
 
"I think the biggest thing is I just feel good," the lefty said. "Compared to last year with where I was at 
body wise, mechanically, kind of everything never really synced up. I don't know what that was, maybe 
just the long, long two years here with the playoffs and the World Series, stuff like that. Maybe I didn't 
get a chance to recover. I don't know. 
 
"This year I feel better. My body feels better. I'm recovering. I'm taking my bullpens into starts. It's good 
right now. It's not like we've reinvented any wheel or tried anything new. I feel like I'm, for the most 
part, executing pitches, and when they hit the ball hard, it's right at somebody. Little bit of luck right 
now." 
 



 
As a team, the Cubs are not hitting on all cylinders, even though they have won 10 of their last 12 
games. The hitting has been inconsistent, and the starting pitchers haven't been going deep with 
regularity. 
 
But the Cubs played good defense again Saturday, and that had Lester invoking a special year. 
 
"I think we're back to '16," he said, referring to the world-championship year. "I think it took everybody 
a little bit last year to recover and get back to normal. When you come off that high of Game 7, you're 
looking for that high. You're trying to get up for every game, and it's just not there. I think it took us 
awhile for that. 
 
"I think this year everybody kind of came in, kind of a different mentality. Everybody always says, 'This is 
the hardest I've worked this off-season, this is the best shape I've ever been in my life' or whatever 
nonsense they want to say. I feel like guys made an effort to work on their weaknesses." 
 
Lester speaks with authority. His signing in December 2014 was pivotal point in Cubs history, and he may 
be the top leader on this team. 
 
Against the Pirates, he walked two in the second inning before finishing the inning with 2 strikeouts. He 
gave up a two-out triple to Austin Meadow in the third but retired the next 13 in a row. 
 
At 104 pitches, he still felt he had a little bit left. 
 
"I just told somebody that one of these days I'm going to leave it on Joe (manager Maddon), and I'm just 
going to run out to the mound for that extra inning and let him decide who's going to pitch if there's 
another pitcher standing out there," he joked. "I felt like today I could have gone another one (inning). 
Just try to save the bullpen. That's our job." 
 
The Cubs got both runs in the first inning. Kris Bryant, leading off for the second straight day, was hit by 
a pitch. Jason Heyward reached second on a double as Pirates center fielder Starling Marte slipped and 
fell trying to catch his flyball. Bryant went to third, and he came home on Ben Zobrist's groundout. 
Anthony Rizzo's sacrifice fly scored Heyward. 
 
Justin Wilson pitched the eighth, and Maddon went to Steve Cishek for the ninth as he wanted to give 
closer Brandon Morrow two days off. 
 
The game ended when Javier Baez, who came into the game in the ninth at second base, ran to the wall 
on the first-base side to snag Marte's foul pop. Baez went into the stands on the other side of the field 
while playing shortstop earlier in the week. 
 
"I'm really good seeing where I'm at on the field," he said. "I took a few peeks at the wall. The ball was 
running that way but I still had a little room, and I just didn't want to go into the stands again." 
 
The Cubs remained one-half game behind the Brewers in the National League Central. But is it indeed 
starting to feel like 2016? 
 
"I don't know," Heyward said. "Every year is definitely different. There's new challenges. Teams are 
different. You've got to approach other teams differently. There are a lot of good teams to play against 
this year in every division. I feel like the biggest thing about this year is we're doing a good job of turning 
the page, not getting too high or too low." 
 



 
-- 
 
Daily Herald 
Bullpen depth paying off for Chicago Cubs  
By Bruce Miles 
 
The Cubs opened the season with an eight-man bullpen, but they've essentially gotten the benefit of 
having 12 relievers this season. 
 
Much of the good work has been done by such unheralded pitchers as Randy Rosario, Luke Farrell, Cory 
Mazzoni and Justin Hancock, who is now back at Class AAA Iowa. 
 
Injuries have played a part in a bullpen that has been effective, even with a revolving door. 
 
Lefty Mike Montgomery moved from the bullpen to the starting rotation when Yu Darvish went on the 
disabled list for the second time this season. 
 
Relievers Carl Edwards Jr. and Eddie Butler currently are on the DL. Rosario has an ERA of 0.84 while 
Mazzoni is at 0.00. Farrell sucked up 5 innings of relief work June 2 in a 14-inning victory at New York. 
 
"Even some of the guys who have been sent back (to the minor leagues)," manager Joe Maddon said 
Saturday. "Hancock has done a great job also. I think it speaks to the off-season again. It's your off-
season that permits this kind of stuff to happen. I think the (front office) guys did a really good job of 
identifying and then signing guys they thought could help us this year. Wonderful job. We talked about it 
in camp. I remember talking about Rosario specifically. Really thought he was interesting. 
 
"Mazzoni, you watch him and you start to acquire a taste there because his slider is so good, and there's 
more velocity than you think. Hancock, what a great arm. We've talked about him, also. They've all been 
contributing. There's this ability to move guys around." 
 
Baby steps: 
Yu Darvish played catch on the outfield grass Saturday morning as he continues his slow recovery from 
right-triceps tendinitis. 
 
Darvish lengthened out his throws, but he is not yet ready to throw off a mound, according to Joe 
Maddon, who added Darvish would need a minor-league rehab stint once he's ready to pitch. 
 
"I talked to him (Friday)," Maddon said. "The pain is subsiding. It's becoming more like the soreness we 
had talked about so it's a good thing. But he's still not ready to get to the mound yet. He's still just in a 
play-catch mode. 
 
"Everything is advancing, not quickly, but it's advancing. I think by the end of next week, we should have 
a pretty good idea where we're at." 
 
Gaining strength: 
Carl Edwards Jr., who is on the DL with right-shoulder inflammation, continues his strengthening 
program but has not played catch yet, according to the Cubs. 
 
"He's doing really good," Joe Maddon said. "I don't know exactly where we're at in the throwing part of 
it, but strength level has really come back up. 
 



 
"Things are trending well. I don't have any kind of conclusions yet, but strength level is up, getting where 
it needs to be. I think he's not really feeling what he had before so it's a good sign. He's smiling a lot, 
which I like." 
 
-- 
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