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“This is a Dominican thing,” Luis Urueta said. “Don’t get scared.” 

We were driving on the wrong side of the highway. Well, technically, we were driving down the 

dirt shoulder next to the wrong side of the highway, but that didn’t make much of a difference to 

my sphincter. We needed to go east, but there was no eastbound access from where we sat. So, 

cars zipping by my passenger window at more than 80 miles an hour, Urueta propelled his SUV 

down the opposite shoulder, veered through a turnaround that also was meant to be used in the 

opposite direction and reoriented us on the correct side of the road to La Romana. We had a 

game to catch. 

You probably haven’t heard of Urueta. Even Diamondbacks fans may not know who he is, and 

he’s on Arizona’s big-league coaching staff. You won’t see him in the dugout, because his isn’t a 

dugout position. Unless you come to the field very early or stumble into the video room during 

games, you probably won’t see him at all. He’s an up-and-comer who probably will manage 

someday, but to the average baseball fan, he’s still fairly anonymous. 

But that’s just his day job. His side hustle is in the Dominican Republic, and they sure as hell 

know who he is there. For four months of the year, from October through January, the 38-year-

old Colombian is the heavily scrutinized general manager of one of the most heavily scrutinized 

teams in baseball. The Tigres del Licey are not just any winter ball team, but the winter ball 

team. Founded in 1907, they are older than nearly half the teams in Major League Baseball. 

They’ve won their league 22 times, and have defeated the champs put forth by a host of other 

Latin American countries ten times in the Caribbean Series. They have 427,563 followers on 

Twitter, which is about 40,000 more than the Padres and 100,000 more than the Marlins. 

They — and he — are a big deal in the Dominican, which is why I’d come to spend five days 

with them in early January. I caught them in the middle of the round-robin phase of the league 

playoffs, although things were not going particularly well. Instead of witnessing the Caribbean’s 

most storied team on the precipice of another title run, I got there right as they were fizzling out. 

But my purpose wasn’t to cover the playoffs. It was to capture what life is like in the winter 

leagues, and life can be more interesting when it’s going awry. Winter ball is a second job for 

just about everyone involved, but the country doesn’t treat it that way. The pressure to win is 

enormous and the crises to manage are endless. It can be about as stressful a way as there is to 

spend four months in this Caribbean paradise, at least outside of a car. 
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Baseball is the thumping heartbeat of the country — and vice versa — and if you’re not keeping 

pace, you’ll hear about it. It’s a Dominican thing. Don’t get scared. 

 

“It sucks right now, but this is the Yankees,” Urueta said when I arrived in the office of Licey 

manager Robby Hammock a few hours after landing in Santo Domingo. “You’re in the Yankees 

clubhouse.” 

The analogy is an apt one. Like Yankee fans, the Licey faithful do not accept failure as an 

option. Their team should be competing for a title every single year. That’s the expectation, and 

one the team had recently met. The past two seasons — the first with Urueta as bench coach and 

the second as manager — Licey faced their hated rivals, the Águilas Cibaeñas from the northern 

city of Santiago, in the finals. Each had claimed one title. 

That wasn’t going to happen this time around. Licey had made the 18-game round robin — four 

of the six teams in the league qualify — but had squandered the opportunity for a third title shot. 

As I plopped down onto the couch in Hammock’s crowded office, Licey had just fallen to 3-9 in 

the postseason with six games left to play. 

The fans had registered their displeasure with their absence. Licey plays in Estadio Quisqueya, a 

concrete structure built in 1955 that it shares with the Leones del Escogido, which translates to 

“Lions of the Chosen One.” The two stadium-mates had just played that afternoon, and the place 

was about half-full. For the first time that anyone could remember, there were more fans clad in 

the red of Escogido, long the Mets to Licey’s Yankees, than in Licey’s royal blue. 

I’d missed the really good stuff during the regular season, when both Licey and the Águilas were 

still in the mix. Crowds filter in late to other games, but for those, the house is packed at first 

pitch. Fans erupt after first-inning strikeouts like they’re the final out of the night. Licey 

outfielder Julio Borbón can think of only two experiences like it — playing the Yankees in New 

York for the American League pennant when he was with the Rangers in 2010, and then playing 

the Giants in the World Series immediately after. “Other than that,” he said, “there’s nothing 

hardly anywhere near close.” 

Fans jumping off the bandwagon is nothing unique to the D.R., but winter ball players find no 

safe harbor from them. “If somebody sees you in the street,” said infielder Arismendy Alcántara, 

“they say, ‘You don’t do anything good for the team! You gotta go home!’” That’s when they’re 

being polite. “Some of them,” said Borbón, “wish for you to even die.” And for the love of God, 

stay off Twitter. 



 
Licey outfielder Moisés Sierra mixes it up with a fan behind home plate during a game 
against the Toros in La Romana. 

You can go from the penthouse to the outhouse quickly, as Fernando Ravelo knows. In his office 

hangs a personalized Licey jersey with “The Best General Manager” embroidered on one sleeve. 

It’s no exaggeration: During his 12-year tenure as GM that began in 2001, Licey went to seven 

straight finals and won four, adding two Caribbean Series titles in the process. He was showered 

with special treatment. If the supermarket was out of something he wanted, someone was always 

eager to dig through the inventory in the back. But when the winning stopped, the red carpet was 

yanked away like a retractable tape measure. “When we were losing,” he said, “it was, ‘That’s it. 

That’s what we got.’” 

Urueta knows the sting of negative attention as well as just about anybody. He’d been the 

manager — managers always get it the worst — and now he’s the foreign GM of the country’s 

most beloved club. And while Americans are somewhat insulated from the insults hurled their 

way during bad times (though plenty of fans show them the courtesy of cursing them in English), 

Urueta is a native Spanish speaker. He hears everything. He began the season sitting in the stands 

next to the dugout along with the rest of the front office. Now he watches most games from the 

clubhouse. “People got the Colombian pretty good,” he said. 

No matter who you talk to about it, you hear an almost resigned exasperation about the fans. 

“People see you on the street and want to tell you how to hit, how to throw. They want to tell you 



how to run the bases,” Borbón says. “They want to tell you just about anything that they can see 

from the outside without really, truly understanding it.” Borbón and the other Dominican players 

grew up going to these games, and they know this all comes with the territory. All the criticism is 

repaid in adulation when the team is winning. But it isn’t right now. The fans act like playing 

baseball is easy, players say. It’s really very hard! 

So is building a good winter ball team. In fact, doing that might be damn near impossible. 

The bus was delayed. It was Tuesday, on the other end of an off day from the loss to Escogido, 

and a game beckoned against the Toros del Este, who play a couple hours down the road in La 

Romana. But Licey couldn’t hit the road without its starting pitcher, and David Reyes couldn’t 

get on the bus until he was actually under contract. 

The 28-year-old right-hander had come from Mexico, where his other winter league team had 

just ended its season without a postseason berth. Even with a week of games remaining and no 

real hope at making the finals, Licey was on a constant hunt for additional players. The team 

actually had signed Reyes a year ago for the final, but the righty went unused when the best-of-

nine series was cut short two games by inclement weather. This time, Licey has two starts to give 

him. “Hey Reyes,” Urueta had told him, “this year we really need you, man.” 

 
Licey general manager Luis Urueta finalizes a contract for a player in his office at 
Estadio Quisqueya in Santo Domingo. 



In his office above the Licey clubhouse, Urueta bent over his desk and scribbled his signature on 

Reyes’ contract. The bus could now leave. Every day had featured something like this, a constant 

stream of additions and subtractions. The Licey clubhouse doors squeak incessantly from all the 

comings and goings. 

This is standard for winter ball. If Urueta wants to win a title as GM, he has to build four 

separate rosters. There’s one for the first half of the season, which begins around early October. 

Another for the second half, which starts around Thanksgiving. A third for the round robin, and a 

fourth for the finals and Caribbean Series. To say Licey didn’t look like the same team it was 

during the regular season is to be quite literal. 

The crux of it is that no one is compelled to play here, so teams take whatever they can get. The 

Indians will let Roberto Pérez play for a month? Come on down. This reliever can play only if he 

never pitches multiple innings and always pitches on two days rest? They’ll take him. Miguel 

Sanó would like to play for his hometown Estrellas Orientales, but only for the second half of the 

playoffs? Absolutely. 

Licey’s fortunes can be tracked by these comings and goings. Early on, they had a solid pitching 

staff — Tommy Milone didn’t give up an earned run in six starts — but the position players were 

either too inexperienced for the league, which is a level of competition somewhere between 

Triple-A and the majors, or were journeyman types who were not quite in baseball shape after a 

month of inaction following the end of the minor-league season. That group started the season 2-

10, immediately destroying any margin for error for the final 38 games. But then the cavalry 

arrived. Pérez showed up, as did other familiar names like Hanley Ramirez, Erick Aybar and 

Domingo Santana. Licey finished the season 25-13, and didn’t lose consecutive games for nearly 

two months. 

As the team headed to La Romana, though, most of those recognizable names were gone. Aybar 

remained. Ramirez stuck around longer than expected, but he left two days before I landed in the 

country. The former Red Sox star had hit a slump and lost playing time, and with $150 million in 

career earnings, he doesn’t need to be riding the bench during his offseason for Triple-A-type 

money. Called upon to pinch-hit in a game against Escogido, he told Hammock it would be his 

final at-bat. He lined out to second, gave his jersey to a fan and was gone. 

Nobody with the team blames him for leaving, although the fans killed him for it. 

Urueta would rather have Ramirez than not, but the system is set up to accommodate such 

itinerancy. Each team controls an overall roster of around 120 players, most of whom are 

Dominican. There’s a draft for native players, who are eligible to be selected once they reach a 

full-season affiliate, and teams control their rights forever. (The Dominican winter league is one 

place where the reserve clause is alive and well. If Pedro Martinez and Vladimir Guerrero, the 

two most recent Dominicans elected to the Hall of Fame, wanted to come out of retirement and 

play winter ball in the D.R., they’d have to do it with Licey.) 

From that large pool — along with some “import” players from other countries, no more than 10 

at any one time — Urueta can construct a 45-man weekly roster, attempting to map out changes 

in advance based on planned arrivals and departures. From that 45-man is pulled a 28-man daily 

roster for each game, which has to be submitted online an hour and a half before first pitch. And 

it’s a headache. 



 
Urueta (left) and Licey manager Robby Hammock discuss potential roster moves in 
Hammock’s office at Estadio Quisqueya. 

Sometimes players don’t show up for the game, creating a scramble to replace them before 

rosters lock. Other times, a player will wait too long to tell somebody that he’s ailing and needs a 

rest. Once, the exact opposite happened. Before one game, with a few minutes before the roster 

deadline, Ramirez told the team trainer he was feeling banged up. Licey scrambled to remove 

Ramirez from the roster, only for Ramirez to pop his head into Hammock’s office a few minutes 

later wondering why he wasn’t in the lineup. The trainer had misinterpreted what Ramirez had 

intended as a joke. He was added back to the roster just in time. 

(All of this used to be much easier. Twenty years ago, all the big-name Dominican players would 

be there for the duration. But in recent years, major-league clubs have become more protective of 

their guys.) 

This day, Urueta’s replacements got the job done. Reyes tossed five shutout innings and 

outfielder Moisés Sierra — drafted onto the club after his original team, the Gigantes, failed to 

make the round robin — hit a home run in a 6-1 Licey win. In the postgame clubhouse, they took 

part in a relatively recent Licey tradition, in which the heroes of the game dance to a song 

recorded by Licey pitcher Robin Leyer. But a GM who is less successful at restocking the 

shelves of talent is liable to be sent packing. 



The very next day provided a vivid example: The Águilas fired GM Manny Acta, the longtime 

big-league coach and two-time big-league manager, and someone had recorded the audio from 

the board meeting at which the decision was reached. More than an hour of heated discussion 

was leaked on social media. The Twitter hashtags #AguiAudio and — proving that scandal-

naming conventions are also an American export — #AguilaGate blew up overnight. 

Acta had led the Águilas to two finals and one championship the last two years, but he had not 

been proactive enough about recruiting players, the executives complained. He had angered the 

players — Acta had apparently been asked to stay out of the clubhouse — and he had a “fat ass,” 

one executive said in the recording. He was “a gorilla,” said someone else. One executive 

complained that Acta declined an invitation to come to his home, and then never bothered to 

reschedule. 

But perhaps the most telling snippet of the meeting, at least when it comes to explaining how 

things work in winter ball, had little to do with Acta at all. 

“This modern philosophy,” one Águilas executive declared, “there’s no place for it in the 

Dominican Republic.” 

No one understands that sentiment more than a winter league manager. 

The fans had turned on Robby Hammock. 

A few innings earlier, he was a king. Back at Estadio Quisqueya on Wednesday for another 

game, Licey had jumped out to a 5-1 first-inning lead over the Toros. But two innings later, he 

was pulling his starter from the game with no outs and the tying run at the plate. The entire 

crowd seemed to be screaming for his head. Licey would lose, 11-5. 

He was used to it by now. Really, Hammock was surprised to have lasted this long. Starting a 

season as pitifully as Licey did has doomed more than few managers before him. This year was a 

banner year for stability: Of the league’s six teams, more than one person proudly told 

me, only half had fired their managers. 

The lack of faith runs in both directions. Team owners and boards of directors — Licey is a club 

in the literal sense, a non-profit that is funded by sponsorships and run by its 250 members — 

change their managers more often than their sheets. In turn, managers and former managers can 

harbor a good deal of distrust for those in charge. But none of them express themselves as 

colorfully as Licey third-base coach Héctor de la Cruz. 

Dubbed the “Manta Ray” during his playing days because of how he glided in the outfield, and 

now a coach in the Angels organization, de la Cruz has managed five of the six teams in the 

D.R., including Licey. If his lone unmanaged team, the Águilas, come calling, he’ll think about 

it. He’d like to complete the sextet. “Any other team?” he said. “No thanks.” He has strong 

opinions about team owners here. “They don’t understand shit,” he said. “They sit by anybody 

that talks shit and has been drinking, and they believe that guy. ‘Why he don’t change that guy? 

He’s horseshit, the manager.’ Then boom, here you go. The next day, your ass is fired.” 



 
Hammock and his third-base coach, Héctor de la Cruz, talk during a game against 
Estrellas in San Pedro de Macorís. 

Hammock thought he was toast at the start of the season, but in truth, he was probably safe all 

along. The Dominican winter league is slowly changing. More teams are being run by young, 

savvy GMs with extensive experience in organized baseball, and Urueta is one of them. He 

brings more than a decade of experience as a coach in the majors and minors, and knows the 

Dominican from his time as a young player and as the manager in the Dominican Summer 

League. He knows how things work in MLB and how things work the D.R., and how to bridge 

the gap. 

The front office has grown so much that Urueta has to share his office. Licey has scouts that 

patrol the low minors during the regular season in order to prepare for the draft. This season, 

Urueta also assigned those scouts advance coverage of the other teams in the league. At 

Hammock’s insistence, the team also hired a Diamondbacks employee named Alex Cultice to 

hunt down and crunch numbers on matchup histories and defensive positioning. Cultice was 

often working with an incomplete data set — how do you build a game plan for a hitter based off 

his tendencies from 2009? — but it was more than most teams had. “I don’t think anybody did it 

to the extent that we were,” Cultice said. 



Perhaps most importantly, decision-makers like Urueta understand that not everything is the 

manager’s fault, certainly not everything just 12 games into the season. A manager can control 

only so much. And in the D.R., he controls very, very little. 

Early in the season, so early that he was still learning everyone’s names, Hammock found 

himself having the same Come-to-Jesus meeting just about every single day. A player would be 

AWOL one day and then disappointed about not being in the lineup the next. “Hey man,” 

Hammock would tell him, “you’ve got to show up.” 

Managing a clubhouse — rather than the game — is a big part of being a manager in most 

places, but Hammock soon realized he was trying to paddle a boat with a pitchfork. Winter 

league clubhouses do not march to the drumbeat of whoever is sitting in the manager’s office. 

That guy changes too often. “You’re like a stepdad that’s coming in every year,” he said. “A new 

stepdad that comes in every year to look over the household, make out lineups and try not to 

mess up the pitching moves.” 

Hammock came here because he wants to be a big-league manager. A youthful-looking 41, with 

a slim build and mischievous smile, he’s best known for catching Randy Johnson’s perfect game 

in 2004. He retired in 2011, managed all throughout Arizona’s minor-league system and joined 

the big-league coaching staff as the catching instructor in 2017. Whenever bench coach Jerry 

Narron retires, Hammock has about as good a shot at that job as anybody. 

 



Hammock (left) and scouting assistant Alex Cultice (right) go over scouting reports in 
Hammock’s office before a game against Escogido at Estadio Quisqueya in Santo 
Domingo. 

He wanted to be in a situation where he could pull all the strings — where winning, rather than 

development, was the goal — but there’s only so much from his winter ball experience he can 

apply back in the U.S. The strategy is different. There has been no flyball revolution in the 

D.R.— the balls are cheaper and don’t carry the same way. (They’re also much less fungible; 

foul balls that don’t enter the stands are not given away as souvenirs but are thrown back to to 

the ball boys for repeated use.) Hammock calls for bunts at a rate that would drive an MLB 

analytics department insane, because fielders routinely butcher them. Conversely, he manages 

each game with a bullpen of 11 relievers that can be changed wholesale on a nightly basis thanks 

to the 45-man weekly roster. He matches up so often that those same analysts would swoon. 

Hammock expected all of that — and he’s enjoyed the in-game strategy of it — but dealing with 

the clubhouse has been the biggest shock to his system. There are two parts of his day he dreads 

the most: driving to the stadium on the chaotic Santo Domingo streets and making out the lineup. 

“Does it make it harder when the players are more… individualistic?” I asked, going for a 

diplomatic word. “Selfish?” he responded. “It does.” 

“It’s against my values and my beliefs of how things are supposed to be run, against my morals 

as far as you show up for work every day ready to go. It’s totally against it,” he said. “There 

were times — and I’ve had this conversation — when I didn’t necessarily feel good about how 

things went here as far as me running a team, because all those things happened. I didn’t like it. 

In fact, I hated it. It drove me nuts. Yet I accepted it and continued on.” 

He’s heard that it’s a bigger problem with Licey than with other teams, which others more 

familiar with the league dispute. But in general, Hammock isn’t the only one who feels this way. 

Not all players are divas; plenty bring a lunch-pail mentality, and Hammock singled out Aybar as 

one of his clubhouse rocks who would take his teammates to task when necessary. Many players 

find the lax discipline in the league objectionable, too. At one point earlier this season, one Licey 

veteran was so incensed by another’s loafing that he ordered the clubbies to keep the clubhouse 

TVs off until the offending vet came out for batting practice. 

“An idiot with money. It’s tough when you’re dealing with people like that,” said de la Cruz, 

ever brutally honest. “They think that they have the world in their hands, especially in this 

league. When they go out there to somewhere else, they follow the rules and do everything. But 

here, they feel like they’re the king. That’s really the truth. Some have good behavior, but other 

players think they have the world, that they own this fucking place. You’ve got to wait for them 

to come and play, if they want to play today or not, shit like that. It’s tough to see that.” 

Perhaps the main difference between de la Cruz and Hammock is that the former has had more 

time to accept that this is just how things are here. Teams already have to spend all of their time 

finding new players to replace the ones who are leaving; having to also replace three or four bad-

but-talented apples would be self-defeating. If your closer decides he won’t pitch in a non-save 

situation, or that he’s done pitching and doesn’t want to go back out for another inning, you have 

to learn to be OK with it or you’ll go crazy. 



Hammock says he knows deep down there’s nothing truly wrong with it. “Maybe it’s not 

something that needs fixing,” he said. “It’s just a different style, a different way of life.” Yet, 

even with the season nearly complete, it clearly still bothered him. 

And it’s not as if his four months with Licey have been a horror show. The team provided him 

with an apartment, a car, a phone and an internet card. Off days litter the schedule, and he spends 

them at the beach in Juan Dolio, ordering seafood platters, drinking Presidente and eating fresh 

pineapple bought from a local fruit stand. And really, it’s been fun. The pressure of the job has 

forged a brotherhood among his coaches and with Urueta. It’s just the type of fun you want to 

never have again. 

“I’ve thought about, ‘What if I’d just gone home this offseason? Nah, I don’t want to do that.’ I 

can’t imagine it now,” Hammock said. “Knowing the experience I got from this, I would have 

been sick to my stomach if I just declined it.” 

So what is it like to be a player in this players’ league? For the most part, it’s not all that different 

than in the U.S. You show up several hours before game time, you check the lineup, you go 

through batting practice, you play the game. 

The biggest difference is most people are here looking for another job. Ramirez and Aybar 

remain free agents. Alcántara played in Mexico last year and only recently signed a minor-league 

deal with the Mets. Borbón still is looking for a job in the U.S., although he has a spot waiting 

for him in Mexico if he can’t find anything better. No one is here to get rich, not big-league rich, 

at least; players make between $3,000 and $15,000 a month. They’re like college football players 

– they’re here in order to get somewhere else where they’ll get paid. Sometimes it’s in their best 

interests to sit out the bowl game. 

“Sometimes you have a guy who is looking for a job, is killing the league, and then he finds a job 

and says, ‘Whoa, I’ve got to rest now.’ Because they want to get money,” Ravelo said. “You 

never get money in winter league. You don’t get rich playing winter league. You can get a lot of 

things in winter league — experience, you can get a job. But money? (That’s in) the big leagues, 

now Japan and sometimes Korea.” 

Gaining experience isn’t always guaranteed, either. You’re always a day away from the team 

bringing in someone better at your position, or an 0-for-4 away from landing on the bench. With 

only 50 games to make the playoffs, teams can’t afford to give players much rope. Borbón was a 

one-man wrecking crew with Licey a season ago, posting a .438 on-base percentage and an OPS 

of .934. This year, he played in only 13 games. “I had a stretch where I played every day and I 

went two games without getting hits and somebody came in,” he said. “It’s just the nature of the 

league.” 

Zero job security, merciless fans, little pay. Why do players come year after year, even when 

they don’t need the money? To understand that, it’s helpful to hear from a player who would like 

to play, but can’t. 

Before Nationals outfielder Juan Soto took the majors by storm last season, he was Licey’s top 

draft pick a season earlier. He’s never taken a plate appearance for them. Soto had the misfortune 

of being too good at baseball, earning a major-league shot before anyone thought he would. This 

winter, the Nationals told him he couldn’t play. 



 
Nationals outfielder Juan Soto speaks to a Dominican reporter at Estadio Quisqueya. 

The 20-year-old would like to. He’s exactly the type of player Licey had been missing late in the 

season — young, exciting and full of potential. More than that, he grew up coming to these 

games. “The first time I came to the stadium, my father carried me in his arms. Every time I 

heard the crowd, I started crying, so he left,” he said. “But I saw like five or seven innings.” The 

stars of the team now — Aybar, Juan Francisco — are the same players he watched as a child. 

(Admittedly, he was a child not that long ago.) 

Competitive fire leads young Dominican kids to dream of playing in the big leagues, but a love 

of their country is what drives them to want to play winter ball. It’s here that they were first 

exposed to the baseball legends their homeland has produced. It’s here that their families and 

friends can watch them play. Soto’s grandparents frequently ask him when he’ll suit up for 

Licey. Bringing them to Washington, D.C., to watch him play for the Nationals would be too 

difficult on them. 

“You want to play in the United States, because that’s where everyone wants to be, in the big 

leagues,” Soto said. “But one day, you want to play here in front of your family and everybody. 

The crowd here is a lot different than the United States.” 

“It’s everything for us,” added Borbón, who was born in the U.S. but grew up in Santo Domingo. 

“It’s such a prideful thing.” 



Borbón and I spoke on the last day of my visit, leaning against the dugout railing in the tiny 

Estadio Tetelo Vargas in San Pedro de Macorís. Licey was here to play Estrellas, a team on the 

cusp of history. Estrellas hadn’t won a title in 50 years but was playing as well as anyone down 

the stretch of the round robin. The 8,000-seat venue was packed for the game — except for an 

entire empty section reserved for Licey fans — and those left outside watched from trees and 

rooftops beyond the outfield fence. 

They were here to watch Sanó and Fernando Tatís Jr., both exciting young players who grew up 

in San Pedro. Ten years ago, they could have been perched in those trees in left field. Perhaps 

that spot was on Tatís’ mind when he came to the plate with two on and nobody out in the 

bottom of the ninth, the game tied 3-3. The 20-year-old Padres phenom twice attempted to bunt a 

runner over but fell behind 0-2. On the next pitch, he blasted a ball to deep left, flipped his bat 

with gusto and exploded in celebration as it crossed over the fence. 

And the fans went berserk. 

 
Estrellas fans erupt in celebration after a walk-off home run by Fernando Tatís Jr. 
downs Licey at a game in San Pedro de Macorís. 
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