Giants' Schierholtz healthy, productive

Outfield prospect overcame injuries to post solid 2005 stats

By Rich Draper / MLB.com

SCOTTSDALE, Ariz. -- Giants prospect Nate Schierholtz was barreling into second base last spring and collided with the bag. His pelvis was jolted by the impact, putting more stress on an already weakened groin muscle. 

Double ouch. 

Amazingly, the young outfielder would have a great season at Class A San Jose, batting .319 with 15 homers, 83 runs and a career-high 86 RBIs,helping the "Little Giants" capture the California League title. 

But he was in pain every day, especially as he learned his new position, patrolling the outfield after switching from third base. 

"I never really told anybody, and that wasn't smart," said Schierholtz, the local product from Chabot College in Hayward, Calif., who knew something was wrong right away. "It was an ongoing problem, and I played through it, but it took longer to heal than I expected. 

"I don't make excuses," he said, "but it definitely wasn't fun to go through. It didn't affect me at the plate, just running, and hopefully everything goes well this year." 

Although the left-handed hitter -- labeled the Giants' seventh-best prospect by Baseball America -- thought it was a stress fracture of a bone, trainer Stan Conte explained it was really a "stress reaction" --a weakening of the bone that eventually could have turned worse. 

Not until an MRI exam was taken at the end of the season was the diagnosis confirmed, for normal X-rays can't detect slight swelling of bones, as in Schierholtz's case. 

"We don't really know where it came from -- it was progressive and acted like a groin strain, which he also had," said Conte. "We kept him down in the offseason to rest him, and he came down early to camp to work. He seems to be good now, and there are no restrictions, but we're watching him pretty carefully." 

The Giants' brass is watching Schierholtz, too. 

The second-round pick in the 2003 draft's RBI total was fourth best in the San Francisco system, and the slugger also hit .333 in seven Cal League playoff contests. 

"I'm not expecting anything this season, because you can't predict the future in this game," he said. "Whatever happens, happens. I'm just looking forward to a good spring and hitting the ball well." Expectations are high for Schierholtz, who set a single-season home run record at Chabot with 18 blasts, earning him JUCO freshman All-American

honors in 2003. 

Although the athlete could have gone to baseball powerhouse Long Beach State, he chose the East Bay college instead -- it was close to home and he needed to bulk up for the big time and get added experience. 

The man can hit -- it's never been a problem since he started swinging a toy bat at age 3. 

He hit .400 in the Arizona Rookie League and .306 at Salem-Keizer in 2003, then .296 with 15 homers and 53 RBIs for Hagerstown the following season, also equaling that average for San Jose. 

A natural third baseman, Schierholtz was switched to the outfield last season, and it took a while to learn to track balls ricocheting off bats, getting reads and adjusting to nuances of synergy with his fellow outfielders. 

"I felt pretty comfortable out there, and I'm working hard," said Schierholtz. "Having my locker next to Barry [Bonds] helps, and last year I worked with Michael Tucker and Moises Alou. They helped a lot, giving me tips the coaches may not think of." 

Schierholtz is on the fast track to the big leagues, but he'd prefer a bullet train. He understands the process, knowing patience and persistence will eventually pay off. Still, he's drum-rolling his fingers. 

"I only turned 22 last week, but it's my fourth year and I feel like time's running out," he says with a smile. "Things are pretty crowded in the outfield. But there's a lot of promise for the future." 

Rich Draper <mailto:Rich.Draper@mlb.com>  is a reporter for MLB.com.

This story was not subject to the approval of Major League Baseball or its clubs.

