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E lmer Dessens had just turned 40 years old at the dawn of Spring Training in 2011. The  

journeyman pitcher, who’d played for 10 teams over 14 years in The Bigs, was close to  

finalizing a minor league contract with San Francisco. The Giants agreed to invite him to 

big league camp and give him a shot to earn the final spot in the bullpen.

But Dessens’ pitching shoulder didn’t pass muster during his physical exam, and the contract 

offer was rescinded. It was clear that Dessens’ playing career wasn’t going to end the way he’d 

hoped. But he wasn’t quite ready to quit entirely, so he resigned himself to playing his final season 

in the Mexican League—Triple-A caliber competition, but unaffiliated with Major League teams 

and generally lacking the glamour he’d grown accustomed to in the United States. 

“When you go to Mexico, at some point you feel like you’re going backward,” he says. 

That’s where Dessens met another pitcher going backward, Jean Machi. A nine-year veteran 

sinker-ball pitcher who’d never made it past Triple-A, Machi was in a similar position as Dessens: 

The Giants had acquired him as a minor league free agent and held his contract rights, but without 

a spot open on their Triple-A Fresno team, they’d loaned him out to Los Diablos Rojos del México 

for the year, where he and Dessens became unlikely teammates.

Accepting a spot on Los Diablos was a tough decision for Machi. Signed at 16 out of El Tigre, 

Venezuela, he’d gone from being ranked among the Phillies’ top 25 prospects in 2002 to spinning 

his wheels playing for minor league teams like the Batavia Muckdogs, the Altoona Curve and the 

Montgomery Biscuits. He seriously considered retirement, rather than sweat out one more season 
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playing for 2,000 people a night in 

Oaxaca, Tabasco and Saltillo. 

“I thought about it with my 

family,” Machi says in Spanish 

through teammate Juan Gutiérrez. 

“And it was the only choice we had: 

to go to Mexico. We said, ‘If there’s 

something else that comes after 

this, we’ll take it.’ But at that point, 

I thought I was never going to make 

it back to the big leagues.”

For both Machi and Dessens, the 

experience was humbling. But the 

veteran Dessens, who grew up in 

Mexico, encouraged Machi to stay 

focused and positive; not to dwell on 

the negative.

“I didn’t know what the deal was 

or how he went to Mexico, but his 

arm was good and his attitude was 

very positive,” Dessens says. “I said, 

‘Hey, don’t feel like you’re going to 

stay in Mexico. Look forward to 

coming back to the States.’ Most 

guys who come play in Mexico want 

to relax, but he went there to work. 

He told me he had a hurt inside of 

him to play baseball.”

Machi, to his credit, took the 

advice to heart. Rather than sulk, 

he dominated. As the team’s main 

closer, Machi excelled, pitching in 

48 games and posting a 2.30 ERA 

with 15 saves and a 2:1 strikeout-

to-walk ratio.

But pitching south of the border 

is no easy task: In the Mexican 

League, relief pitchers aren’t as 

specialized as they are in the 

Majors. A reliever might throw 

three innings out of the bullpen 

at a time—and Machi was no 

exception. “You’ll throw three or 

four innings, have the coach ask 

how you feel, and then go back 

out,” Machi says. “All they want to 

do there is win.”

And that they did. Los Diablos 

rolled to the North Division title, 

and Machi didn’t allow a run in the 

final month of the season. They 

then won the seven-game semifinal 

against Monterrey, again leaning 

heavily on Machi, before ultimately 

falling in the final. “He pitched 

three innings the first game, then 

the next day he was right back in,” 

Dessens says. “He was ready every 

day. It was really impressive.” 

Dessens wasn’t the only 

one who took notice of Machi’s 

success. After the Mexican League 
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 Jean Machi became the fourth 
player from El Tigre, Venezuela, to 
reach the Majors when he made 
his debut in 2012. Jose Tabata of 
the Pirates is the most notable 
current player from El Tigre.

 Machi is typically a quiet guy, 
but he gets more animated when 
asked about the lone hit of his 
career: a double in Triple-A in 
2010. This season, in his only  
at-bat, Machi beat out a bunt. (It 
was ruled a throwing error.) “Back 
in Little League, I was one of the 
best hitters on the team,” he says.

 The Machi family is about to 
get a little bigger: Machi’s wife is 
pregnant with the couple’s second 
child, due in June. They also have a 
4-year-old daughter, Jeanmary.

 Machi has played for the same 
Venezuelan Winter League team, 
Navegantes del Magallanes, every 
year since 2001–02, winning the 
title there three times, including 
this past off-season. Machi’s  
Giants teammate, Pablo Sandoval, 
also plays for Magallanes.

 Machi was named the 
Venezuelan Winter League’s 
Pitcher of the Year as a reliever 
in 2009–10. He went 2–0 with 
16 saves and a 1.25 ERA over 31 
games that winter. 



season ended, the Giants invited 

Machi to Fresno for the end of the 

2011 Triple-A season, where he 

pitched in three games.

“His stint in Mexico was very 

successful,” Giants Vice President 

and Assistant General Manager 

Bobby Evans says. “And when he 

came into our system to finish 

the year, he was lights out. So 

immediately, we knew we wanted 

him back the next year.”

By 2012, Machi was Fresno’s 

closer, and in September that year, 

at age 30, he finally made his Major 

League debut with the Giants. Last 

season, he appeared in 51 games 

with San Francisco and provided a 

pleasant surprise, posting a 2.38 

ERA over 53 innings. This season, 

he made the Giants’ Opening Day 

roster, won his first five decisions 

and has established himself as an 

important part of the bullpen.

He’s done it by throwing an 

especially nasty split-finger—a pitch 

that can be hard to command but 

is practically impossible to square 

up when it’s working. Machi says 

that to perfect his grip, he wedges 

a softball between his index and 

middle finger to stretch them out. 

Not coincidentally, his rise through 

Fresno and to the big leagues has 

coincided with his throwing more 

splitters and fewer sliders.

“He throws mid–90s with the 

good split-finger,” fellow reliever 

Jeremy Affeldt says. “I’m surprised 

people passed him up. With Machi, 

it was just a matter of him getting 

a break.”

Looking back, Machi says he was 

able to do more than just refine 

his pitches in Mexico. He rebuilt 

his confidence by returning to the 

basics of pitching: Throw strikes. 

Attack hitters. Stay aggressive.  

“I went there to work hard,” he 

says. “I pitched [well]—I had a lot of 

confidence in myself, and a lot of 

consistency, and that’s why I made 

it back to the big leagues.”

Manager Bruce Bochy has been 

especially impressed by Machi’s 

commitment and success.

“He’s a great story of 

perseverance,” Bochy says. 

“It shows how experience can 

eventually get you to the Majors. 

He just kept doing what he’d been 

doing, and finally, you put up those 

kinds of numbers, and you’ve 

got no choice but to give this 

guy a chance. And he’s taken full 

advantage of it.”

Ian A. Stewart is the editor of 

Giants magazine.

“I’m surprised people passed 
him up. With Machi, it was just a 

matter of him getting a break.”
—JEREMY AFFELDT
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