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Whit Hughes is a catcher for the Eastside Diamond Hoppers, who
start the USPBL season with a doubleheader against the
Birmingham Bloomfield Beavers at Jimmy John’s Field on Saturday.
(GEORGE POHLY for MediaNews Group)
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Whit Hughes’ goal of moving higher in his craft will depend in
part on how low he can go.

The catcher starts his third season with the USPBL Eastside
Diamond Hoppers later this week, and he’s trying to catch on
with a major-league organization or win the Utica-based
league’s championship.

“Obviously, everybody in the league wants to put up numbers
and get signed,” the former St. Clair County Community College
player said Tuesday. “If that doesn’t happen, the secondary goal
will be to put up numbers and win a ring.

“We came close last year.”

Eastside went 23-21 in 2023, the second-best record in the four-
team USPBL.

The Diamond Hoppers open with a doubleheader against
Birmingham Bloomfield at Jimmy John’s Field on Saturday, a
day after defending champion Utica plays the Westside Woolly
Mammoths to start the USPBL’s ninth season.

https://www.macombdaily.com/author/george-pohly/
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Ryan Kottke is beginning his third season as the manager of
the Eastside Diamond Hoppers. Kottke grew up in Sterling
Heights. (GEORGE POHLY for MediaNews Group)

“We’re looking forward to it,” third-year Eastside manager Ryan
Kottke said. “We’ve got a lot of new faces on our roster.”

Utica defeated the Woolly Mammoths in the 2023 championship
game. It was the third title in four years for the Unicorns, who
are managed by former big-league catcher Jim Essian.

Alex Garbacik, a Westside infielder who’s moving from third
base to shortstop, is eager for the first pitch Friday.
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“The atmosphere here on game days is awesome,” he said. “I
think Friday nights are my favorite.”

Hughes caught from the traditional catcher’s crouch when he
played at Yale High and SC4. When he signed with the Diamond
Hoppers three years ago, John Dombrowski, the current
Birmingham Bloomfield manager who’s nicknamed “Diesel”
and is known as the USPBL catching guru, had advice for him.

“He said, ‘You’ve got to start being on a knee a little more,
because the difference between pitchers at this level and
college is that their misses are not as big,’” Hughes said.

“All through college, I was always the traditional two feet,
blocking-comes-first type of guy. Here, blocking isn’t as much of
a priority as receiving and trying to steal strikes. I’ve adapted my
game. I’m more of a one-knee-down guy now.”

The 6-foot-5 Hughes is taller than a lot of professional catchers.

“Honestly, it helps me,” he said of the knee-on-ground crouch
that’s popular in the pro ranks. “Being so tall, it helps my knees
a little bit.

“I don’t have the stress of being on two feet. The knees don’t
take as much of a beating.”

Hughes was concerned that his ability to block wild pitches
would suffer even though he was lower to the ground when he
got on one knee.

“Diesel said, ‘Listen, the guys who are throwing here are not
going to be missing bad.’ The more I learned about it, the better
I got. I got to where I could block comfortably.”

Hughes batted .186 with three home runs and nine RBIs last
year.

He and Sterling Heights native Kottke ran an offseason hitting
school, and both player and manager worked on Hughes’ swing.
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“Everybody’s swing has got holes,” Hughes said. “Our job is to
try to minimize those. We changed some things with the swing,
got it in a good spot.”

A batter’s weakness isn’t a secret for long in the USPBL, Hughes
said.

“A month into the season and everybody knows everybody,” he
said. “The pitchers have a good idea how to get hitters out.
“They’re good. This is no joke.  This is a lower-end league, but at
the same time the talent is pretty legit. If a pitcher’s got good
stuff, he’ll expose you. It’s all about trying to eliminate those
holes.”

More than 50 USPBL players have signed with Major League
Baseball organizations. The most recent was Utica right-hander
Andrew Huffman, who signed with the Minnesota Twins last
week.

Hughes said his chances of following Huffman to an MLB
system depend on his defense.

“My job is primarily to get dirty (behind the plate),” he said. “If I
find consistent (bat) barrels, as a catcher that’s all I can ask for.
I’m not trying to hit for power. I’m not trying to hit for a high
average.

“(Teams) are not looking for a dude who’s an average catcher
and hits a (home run) every night. They want a dude who’s
going to manage a pitching staff, protect the baseball and find a
barrel every now and then. I pride myself on being able to
manage a staff well.”

The Utica/Westside game starts at 7:05 p.m. and will be followed
by a fireworks show. The first game of the Eastside/Birmingham
Bloomfield doubleheader starts at 5:30 p.m.

For more information, go online to uspbl.com.
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