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Juan Perez doesn’t answer his cell phone if he doesn’t recognize the number. So last June, 

when an unknown number flashed across his caller ID, he didn’t pick up.

But when the phone in his hotel room rang a few moments later, Perez figured it must 

be someone he knew—so he answered. Good thing, too. It was his minor league manager, and he 

had an important message: The San Francisco Giants had called Perez up to the Major Leagues. 

“I thought he was joking,” Perez says now, sitting in the Giants’ home dugout. “I didn’t believe 

him. I was so excited, I didn’t even know what to do.” So he picked the phone back up and dialed 

his parents in New York. “My mom was going crazy,” he says. “I had to say, ‘Mom, take it easy.’ She 

was crying and everything.”

Over the year since then, the outfielder has gotten that call several times. Unfortunately, it 

means he’s also gotten the opposite news, too: that he’s going back down to Triple-A. When the 

27-year-old made the Giants’ Major League team out of Spring Training this season, he rented an 

apartment in San Francisco. But after realizing the fluid nature of his role, he gave up his house 

keys for a hotel key card, leaving some of his belongings in San Francisco and the rest down south 

in the Central Valley. 

The back-and-forth can be exhausting. One weekend earlier this season, Perez was told to 

pack for Fresno on a Saturday, only to be told on Sunday to unpack and stay with the Giants. “A 

lot of people ask me if I get frustrated because of that, but it’s something that I can’t control,” he 

says. “If I have to go down, I have to go down. It’s hard, but I just have to do it.” 
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SCHOOL OF HARD KNOCKS 

Perez knows plenty about endur-

ing hard situations. At 14, he and 

his family—his parents and three 

sisters—moved to New York City  

from the Dominican Republic. At 

DeWitt Clinton High School in the 

Bronx, Perez wasn’t able to focus 

all of his attention on baseball, like 

some of his classmates. Perez was 

busy trying to pass classes being 

taught in a language he barely 

understood while also at times 

helping his father as a plumber.

Perez later moved back to the 

Dominican to play baseball at an 

academy in Santiago. Then, he 

transferred to a similar academy 

in Florida, where he worked on his 

English. Finally, as a senior in high 

school, Perez returned to the Bronx 

and played on the school’s baseball 

team—his only year of organized 

high school sports.

With so little exposure, Perez 

failed to land a college scholarship 

or get drafted. So he stayed home 

and played in the city’s independent 

La Caribe Baseball League, a local 

semipro league in the Bronx made 

up almost entirely by Dominican-

born players. 

After two years, Kurt Russell, 

the coach for Western Oklahoma 

State College, heard about the 

speedy outfielder from New York 

City’s northernmost borough. 

Russell is known for spotting 

talented but overlooked players—

often Latino—and giving them a 

shot at college ball. His reputation 

for having a keen eye has spread, 

so it’s common to see professional 

scouts sitting in the stands at his 

games: Over the past five years, 

his tiny Western Oklahoma school 

has produced 17 Major League 

draft picks. And that’s how Russell 

convinced Perez to travel the 

1,500 miles to attend a school 

with roughly 2,000 students. 

“Nobody wanted to give Juan a 

shot and pick him up, even though 

he was making a name for himself,” 

Russell says. “When we got him 

down here, he blossomed.”

In Perez, Russell once again had 

found something others missed. In 

2008, Perez’s lone year at Western 

Oklahoma, he broke the NJCAA 

Division II single-season home 

run record with 37 (in 64 games) 

and the single-season RBI record 

with 102, posted a .530 on-base 

percentage and was named the 

league’s Player of the Year.

“I didn’t have to coach Juan 

Perez,” Russell says. “He’d be out 

on the field an hour early working 

on all the little things, like tracking, 

CHARACTER 
SKETCH

 While Juan Perez was in junior 
college, scouts started referring to 
him as the “Mystery Guy,” because 
none of them had ever compiled a 
report on him before. 

 The La Caribe Baseball League 
that Perez played in between high 
school and college is well known 
in New York. The league plays 
at La Crotona Park in the Bronx, 
and 90 percent of the players are 
Dominican or Puerto Rican. Manny 
Ramirez played for one year before 
being signed. The film Sugar 
depicts a fictionalized version of 
the league. 

 Perez graduated from the same 
high school as legendary comic 
book creator Stan Lee. Lee visited 
the Giants this season on Comics 
and Heroes Night.

 In his first big league game with 
the Giants, Perez made a racing, 
leaping catch in centerfield just 
before smashing into the wall and 
bruising his ribs.

 During the off-season, when 
Perez is back in his home country, 
he says he spends his free time 
going to the beach and fishing. 

 Perez, who is married, has two 
daughters: The oldest is 3 years 
old, and his youngest is just 10 
months old.



by himself. You tell him something 

once, and that’s it.” 

After his one spectacular season 

there, Perez was drafted by the 

Giants in the 13th round.

A CONTINUING EDUCATION

Perez’s experience as a pro hasn’t 

been the rapid rise to stardom that 

most players probably envision. 

After the draft, a physical exam 

revealed that Perez had a torn 

ligament in his knee that required 

surgery, sidelining him for his first 

full season. 

He returned to form, though, 

and rose through each level of 

the Giants’ minor league system, 

even being named the MVP of the 

Double-A Richmond Flying Squirrels 

in 2012. By midway through 2013, 

he’d earned his first call-up, and 

started out hot with the Giants.

But a month later, having cooled 

off considerably, Perez was sent 

back to Fresno. In September, he 

was again recalled, and increased 

his Major League average to .277 

over 47 at-bats. 

After the season ended, Perez 

returned to the Dominican Republic 

to play for the Águilas Cibaeñas. 

When he came back to the 

United States, he met up and 

trained with his old coach at 

Western Oklahoma. The 

extra work paid off: This year, 

after hitting .313 in Spring 

Training, Perez made the 

Opening Day roster.

However, Major League rosters 

can be tricky: Because he is the 

only player on the Giants with minor 

league options, every time a player 

comes back from the disabled list, 

Perez is left as the odd man out. 

While he might not like the 

transient life, Perez says whenever 

he is sent back to the minor leagues, 

it gives him the opportunity to work 

on specific elements of his game, 

since he gets to play every day.

“That’s the way it goes,” he says. 

“I get sent back down for one thing, 

and I try to get better at the things 

they want me to get better at, and 

then hopefully, I get another try.”

Others say he’s done well in a 

difficult role.

“He’s in a tough situation, 

but he does a great job coming 

off the bench, which isn’t easy,” 

says Hunter Pence, who Perez 

points out as a particularly helpful 

resource. “He’s definitely a light. 

He’s always smiling. As far as talent 

is concerned, he has all of the tools: 

He has a consistent swing, a great 

arm in the outfield and exceptional 

speed—and he has the ability to hit 

a homer at any time. So, really, he 

can do it all.”

At the park, Perez is constantly 

asking for batting tips or advice on 

positioning. “You can learn from 

everyone,” Perez says. “I always 

want to learn. Hunter told me once 

to charge the line, because this guy 

can pull the ball on Lopez, because 

it’s lefty on lefty. Little things like 

that make the difference.”

And they may be what help 

Perez earn a permanent spot on 

the Giants. His old coach thinks so.

“You have to be a special guy to 

be doing what he’s doing,” Russell 

says. “He knows in his heart he’s a 

big leaguer.”

Meghan Walsh is the managing 

editor of Giants magazine.

“I didn’t have to coach 
Juan Perez. He’d be out 

on the field an hour early, 
working on all the little things, 

like tracking, by himself. 
You tell him something 

once, and that’s it.”
—Kurt Russell, Perez’s college coach
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