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A Runaway in the Motor City: Tigers
Cruise to 107 Wins, Now the Waiting
Begins
By a Detroit Tigers beat writer, filed on the final day of the 2031 regular season

DETROIT — For a franchise that has spent the better part of a decade explaining itself, this season needed no

explaining at all. The Tigers finished 107–55, a .660 winning percentage, and won the American League

Central by 25 games over the second-place White Sox — not a typo, and not particularly close at any point

after Memorial Day. It's the largest division margin in either league this year, in a season where plenty of

divisions were competitive into September. Detroit's wasn't one of them.

The record earned the Tigers the best record in the American League among division winners, which means a

bye through the Wild Card round and a direct trip to the ALDS. Their opponent won't be known until the

Wild Card Series wrap up — either the Yankees or Rangers, or the Blue Jays or Red Sox, depending how that

round shakes out — but Detroit will host the entire Division Series if it goes the distance, on the strength of

having simply been the best team in baseball's toughest league from March through September.

How They Did It

Start on the mound, because that's where this team separated itself from everyone else in the division.

Guo-fang Hou turned in a season that reads like a Cy Young ballot in progress: 203 innings, a 3.01 ERA, 252

strikeouts against a stingy 37 walks, and a 0.99 WHIP that ranked among the best of any starter in baseball.

He picked up multiple Pitcher of the Month recognitions along the way, and deservedly so — this was a true

workhorse ace season, not a hot streak.

He didn't do it alone. Tarik Skubal, at 34, quietly had the better ERA of the two (2.88) across 175 innings and

199 strikeouts of his own, giving Detroit a 1-2 punch at the top of the rotation that any postseason opponent

will have to solve twice. Jackson Jobe's emergence as a legitimate #3 (142 IP, 3.11 ERA, 127 K) rounded out

a front three that, on paper, is as good as anyone will see this October. The one late-season worry: Cristopher

Sanchez cooled from a strong first half to a 4.22 ERA by year's end, opening a real competition with Eury

Perez for the fourth postseason rotation spot.

The bullpen back end was every bit as dominant. Bradgley Rodriguez converted 71 saves out of the closer's

role with a 2.11 ERA and 89 strikeouts in 64 innings, with Juan Torreyeva right behind him at a microscopic

1.80 ERA in relief. But the pen wasn't without its late-season drama, which we'll get to.



At the plate, this was a lineup that could beat you five different ways. Juan Soto was the offensive engine all

year (.941 OPS, 25 home runs, elite on-base skills), but the story of the season might be Kevin McGonigle,

who broke out in his age-27 campaign with a .319 average, 194 hits, 13 homers, and 84 stolen bases — a

genuine power-speed weapon at shortstop who picked up multiple midseason honors of his own. Ethan Petry

supplied the thump nobody saw coming, launching 43 home runs and driving in 107 runs from the middle of

the order. Walker Jenkins quietly put together a fine all-around year (176 hits, 111 runs, 67 steals) that got

somewhat lost behind the bigger names.

The Drama

No 107-win season arrives without a few stories that made fans wince along the way, and this one had three

worth remembering.

The first is the strangest: Detroit traded away reliever Alfredo Zarraga back in January, only to turn around at

the July 31 deadline and buy him right back from Washington — surrendering a non-active upper-level arm

to reacquire the exact player they'd let go seven months earlier. For a while it looked like the front office had

pulled off the rarest kind of double move, with Zarraga posting a 3.38 ERA in his first stretch back in the fold.

But the finish soured that story considerably — a 5.62 ERA and a bloated walk rate across his time back in

Detroit means the reunion arm limps into October as much more of a question mark than a lock for a

high-leverage inning, if he even makes the postseason roster at all.

The second is a genuine what-might-have-been. Hunter Gaddis arrived from St. Louis in a July 31 deal that

looked like fair value at the time — two 19-year-old complex-league arms for a 33-year-old reliever with

something left in the tank. Except Detroit never got to use him: an option to Triple-A without a lock to human

control meant Toledo's AI manager cut him loose before anyone upstairs could reverse it, and Gaddis has

since resurfaced on Houston's roster. It's the sort of avoidable, self-inflicted mistake that stings more than any

trade that simply didn't work out, and it's worth watching how he performs the rest of the way if only to see

exactly what got away.

The third is more of a September storyline than a full-season one: the roster-expansion call-ups. Louis Wood,

acquired from the Mets back in July, got the call as legitimate bench depth at third base and has already

flashed something in a small sample. Keeler Morfe went the other way — up in September, but scuffling to a

5.73 ERA on the year with real control problems (a 6.27 BB/9 across his big-league time) that make him more

roster-fringe than trusted arm right now. Corey Schulte and Yordy Herrera both went back down to Toledo to

make room, with Herrera's final Triple-A line (4.50 ERA, 16 innings) suggesting he could still be an

up-and-down option if the bullpen needs an arm in October.

What the Farm System Did

It was a mixed year for the system underneath the big club, top-heavy the way a 107-win team's system often

is once the best prospects have already graduated.



Triple-A Toledo had a rough go of it by record, finishing 73–77, but that's partly what happens when a team

keeps sending its best young pieces upstairs. Israel Linares (20 HR, .969 OPS in 340 PA) and Omari Banks

(16 HR, .898 OPS) both had real offensive seasons, and Steve Kelley's 3.81 ERA out of the bullpen (with a

14.34 K/9) stands out as a real prospect for bullpen help down the line.

Double-A Erie was the best affiliate in the system by record at 78–60, and Maddox Molony's .907 OPS

season headlined a lineup that produced all year. On the mound, Wuilberth Mendez (138 IP, 3.65 ERA) gave

the system a legitimate mid-rotation starter prospect, and Blake Higgins continued to develop as a bullpen

arm (33 IP, 4.36 ERA, 11.73 K/9) worth tracking.

High-A West Michigan (76–56) got a huge debut season from Ronan Busch, who posted a 2.57 ERA with a

startling 19.29 K/9 in relief — the kind of strikeout rate that gets a reliever fast-tracked. Lakeland (68–64) had

a similarly loud arm in Matt Bustamante, who ran a 1.97 ERA across 32 innings.

The complex-league and DSL levels were where the real long-term follows lived. Jesus Barrera (age 17, .811

OPS at the FCL level) and Victor Garza (age 17, .791 OPS in the DSL) both back up their prospect buzz with

performance to match, and Vic Gonzalez, a level up at Lakeland, hit .291 with a strong walk rate at just 21.

None of these three is close to the majors, but all three are the kind of teenage performers that keep a farm

system's long-term outlook interesting even in a year when the major-league product overshadows everything

else in the organization.

What's Ahead

The Tigers know their October fate depends on other people's baseball for the next several days — the Wild

Card Series will decide who's waiting in the ALDS, and Detroit will hear about it the same way the rest of us

will. What's already decided is the shape of this team heading in: an elite front-of-rotation duo in Hou and

Skubal, a deep and mostly reliable bullpen with exactly one real trust issue at the back, and a lineup with

legitimate thump from top to bottom. The fourth starter's spot and the trustworthiness of the last couple of

bullpen arms are the two real questions between now and the first pitch of the postseason.

A 25-game division win doesn't guarantee anything once October starts — everyone resets to zero in a short

series. But for a fan base that's watched a lot of Augusts come and go without much to play for, this is the

good kind of problem to have.

A regular-season recap written in the voice of a Tigers beat writer, built from the 2031 season-final save data (107–55,
division clinched by 25 games).


