
ANTHONY PHILLIPS
SOUTH AFRICA’S FAVORITE SAINT
Professional baseball has garnered a global reach, drawing 
many international players into its ranks. 27 percent of 
Major League baseball players are foreign born. However, 
until South Africa’s Gift Ngoepe made his 
Major League debut in April, 2017, there had 
never been an African-born player to reach the 
game’s biggest stage. In fact, over the course 
of his country’s history, just nine men have 
competed as professional’s in the United States. 
The St. Paul Saints, known for providing a place 
for unique talent to thrive, have one of the few 
South Africans to grace an American baseball 
diamond in Anthony Phillips.

 A familiar face to the St. Paul faithful, 
the 28-year old Phillips stepped onto CHS 
Field in its inaugural season in 2015. Playing 
in 91 games, and aiding the Saints to their 
best record in franchise history (74-26), the 
shortstop has become known for his defensive 
wizardry. Now in 2018, his play up the middle 
has been as advertised, but it is his bat that’s 
surprised opponents. Over his first 23 games, 
after being signed on June 21st, Phillips 
hit .282 with an identical 15 runs batted in 
and scored. His performance is even more 
impressive considering the sport he turned into 
his profession was not heavily endorsed in his 
homeland, 8,000 miles away.

In Bellville, Western Cape, South Africa, Phillips 
was introduced to the game through his family, 
despite it not being culturally relevant. “Baseball 
would probably not be in the top 10 in sports. 
There is rugby, swimming, cricket. Basically, 
everything but baseball.” said Phillips. “I 
gravitated towards the game because my Dad 
played and my brother played for Milwaukee. 
There is an amateur league down there and I 
was playing there and I just kept playing and I 
loved it.” His brother, Jonathon, played in the 
Milwaukee Brewers organization in 2003 and 
Phillips’ father, Alan, was a frequent participant 
for the South African national team. He made 
baseball history when he represented his 
country at the Olympics at age 44, making him 
the oldest person to compete at the Olympic 
level. His mom and sister were also high-level 
athletes and national members of softball.

Having honed his skills early, Phillips caught the eye of 
Seattle Mariners international scout Pat Kelly, at age 16, for 
his performance during the 2006 World Baseball Junior 

Championships. “Anthony showed great athleticism and 
instincts for the game at a very young age,” said Kelly in an 
interview from 2006. “His sure hands stand out.” Those hands 
would take him to the Arizona Fall League as he signed with 
the Mariners and became one of the youngest members of 
the organization. “It was tough because everyone is older 

and had been playing this type of quality baseball since 
they were younger and here I was just coming over here to 
play,” he said. “On the baseball side it was the biggest jump 
because of the quality.”
 



“Anthony showed great athleticism 
and instincts for the game at a very 
young age,” 

Phillips would struggle in his sophomore season before 
getting an opportunity to represent South Africa prior to the 
2009 season at the World Baseball Classic qualifiers. “It’s a 
great experience, representing my country with my friends 
who I grew up playing with and against,” he said. “The 
Olympic qualifying was in Taiwan and we were playing against 
Double-A and Triple-A guys,” Despite being outmatched as 
the South African team carried only a handful of professional 
players, Phillips got the opportunity to play on the biggest 
stage of his life. “The crowd never really affected me until I 
played in Mexico City in 2009 with all their screaming and 
noise makers,” he explained. “I was trying to talk to the second 
baseman, who 
was my brother, 
and we couldn’t 
hear each 
other.” Phillips 
would finish the 
tournament 2-9 
with an RBI at the 
plate.

Once returning 
to affiliated ball, 
Phillips’ growing pains at the plate would continue over 
the next few seasons, pushing him towards a big offensive 
adjustment entering 2013. Having switch-hit for his entire 
playing career, the then 23-year old made the decision to 
concentrate on only hitting from the right side. The results 
were positive as during 124 games with High-A High Desert, 
he recorded season-highs in hits (107), doubles (23), triples 
(4), home runs (9), and RBI (43). Those marks still stand as his 
career bests. 

However, offensive improvements were a plus for Phillips, 
whose calling card has always been defense. “Fielding has 
probably been my saving grace,” he said. “In South Africa 
our fields aren’t as well manicured as they are in the states, 
so fielding balls on those types of fields made me a much 
better defensive player.” The unorthodox methods paid 
dividends as Phillips owns a career .969 fielding percentage 
over 650+ MiLB games at shortstop. 

After signing and playing a full 
season with the Philadelphia 
Phillies organization the following 
year, Phillips found himself a 
free agent once again at the 
conclusion of 2014. “At that 
point in time I wasn’t sure I was 
going to play,” he said. “A lot of 
Independent teams weren’t too 
interested in doing the paperwork 
to get me a work visa. My agent 
called me and told me a team was 
interested in me playing for them 
and that was the Saints.” His first 
time around, Phillips committed 
just 11 errors in 454 chances for 
a .976 fielding percentage while 
leading the American Association 
in total chances and assists (307). 

His fielding percentage mark still remains a franchise record 
by a Saints shortstop. 

After helping St. Paul to a North Division Championship, 
Phillips had his contract purchased by the Los Angeles 
Angels of Anaheim prior to the 2016 season. During his lone 
summer in the Halos system at Double-A Arkansas, Phillips 
held his own over 114 games, batting .259 while driving in 
37 runs. After the season he would get a second crack at the 
World Baseball Classic representing South Africa. The Cape 
Town native went 6-13 (.461) over the four games yet, South 
Africa would fall in the qualifying finals to Australia.

A free agent 
entering 2017, 
this time Phillips 
would sign a 
minor league 
contract with 
the Colorado 
Rockies and 
spend spring 
training with the 
Major League 
club. Assigned to 

Double-A Hartford, he played in 99 games and set a career-
best .987 fielding percentage, before receiving a promotion 
to Triple-A Albuquerque at the beginning of the 2018 season. 
During his 14 games in the Pacific Coast League, Phillips 
went 14-44 (.318) with eight extra-base hits, including two 
home runs. Despite being released at the beginning of June 
and finding his way back to the Twin Cities, the defensive-
labeled shortstop has found a resurgence at the plate.

Continuing his newfound hitting, the 28-year old Phillips 
has also cemented himself as the captain of the infield with 
his invaluable defensive play. The makeshift fields in South 
Africa have more than prepared him for the delicately 
trimmed diamond of CHS Field. Bringing leadership and 
the experience of 2015 with him, Phillips hopes his play can 
contribute to another remarkable season in St. Paul Saints 
history.


