
STEVE WAGNER IN THE MEDIA 

 

June 7, 2021 – Brandon, Manitoba (Canada) 

The Brandon Sun – “Bills pile up for Whiskey Jacks” 

 https://www.brandonsun.com/local/Bills-pile-up-for-Whiskey-Jacks-574576981.html 

 

August 1, 2021 – Butte, MT 

Butte Sports – “Tommyknockers players sound off on halted season” 

 https://buttesports.com/tommyknockers-players-sound-off-on-halted-season/ 
 

August 1, 2021 – Butte, MT 

406 MT Sports – “Rift between Mining City Tommyknockers players, front office halts season 
with six games to play” 

 https://406mtsports.com/baseball/expedition-league/rift-between-mining-city-
tommyknockers-players-front-office-halts-season-with-six-games-to-
play/article_ec34c1bf-e725-5211-bf8a-67ed1a6e2625.html 

 

August 3, 2021 – Butte, MT 

The Montana Standard – “Analysis: Mining City Tommyknockers GM and co-owner Dane 
Wagner’s credibility a concern” 

 https://406mtsports.com/406mtsports/analysis-mining-city-tommyknockers-gm-and-
co-owner-dane-wagner-s-credibility-a-concern/article_e3f19acb-2b4f-53a0-8212-
17b0d0822e7e.html 

 

August 5, 2021 – Butte, MT 

Butte Sports – “J.P. Gallagher to Wagner: You are not welcome back” 

 https://buttesports.com/j-p-gallagher-to-wagner-you-are-not-welcome-back/ 

 

August 6, 2021 – Butte, MT 

The Montana Standard – “'Empty promises': Allegations of dishonesty nothing new with 
Tommyknockers GM Dane Wagner” 
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 https://406mtsports.com/baseball/expedition-league/empty-promises-allegations-of-
dishonesty-nothing-new-with-tommyknockers-gm-dane-wagner/article_15800216-
cbcc-524b-b859-16f5fd9868a2.html 

 

August 6, 2021 – Butte, MT 

Butte Sports – “Dane Wagner fired as GM of Tommyknockers” 

 https://buttesports.com/dane-wagner-fired-as-gm-of-tommyknockers/ 

 

August 11, 2021 – Butte, MT 

MontanaSports.com – “Following season-ending dispute, Tommyknockers face uncertain 
future” 

 https://www.montanasports.com/sports/baseball/following-season-ending-dispute-
tommyknockers-face-uncertain-future 

 
 

August 23, 2021 – Butte, MT 

The Montana Standard – “Butte officials: Damage in baseball league debut might be 
irreparable” 

 https://mtstandard.com/news/local/butte-officials-damage-in-baseball-league-debut-
might-be-irreparable/article_9812c9b7-f163-57ea-b830-186a09e9e2f3.html 

 

August 26, 2021 – Butte, MT 

The Montana Standard – "Tommyknockers' Wagner proposes plan, met with skepticism by 
county commissioners” 

 https://406mtsports.com/baseball/expedition-league/tommyknockers-wagner-
proposes-plan-met-with-skepticism-by-county-commissioners/article_b02ecc82-
3246-5581-9e26-b77565d0d787.html 

 

September 2, 2021 – Helena, MT 

406 MT Sports – "City of Helena no longer considering addition of Expedition League baseball 
team” 

 https://406mtsports.com/baseball/expedition-league/city-of-helena-no-longer-
considering-addition-of-expedition-league-baseball-team/article_d1e81c3e-d2df-
5355-96b5-4b2818297d4b.html 
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September 3, 2021 – Butte, MT 

The Montana Standard – “Gallagher down on Tommyknockers, opposes exclusive lease with 
Legion baseball” 

 https://mtstandard.com/news/local/gallagher-down-on-tommyknockers-opposes-
exclusive-lease-with-legion-baseball/article_d6ea7494-bdd0-541f-acff-
2c28941f47c0.html 

 

October 11, 2021 – Butte, MT 

The Montana Standard – “J.P. Gallagher on Mining City Tommyknockers: 'I can't endorse these 
guys coming back to Butte'” 

 https://mtstandard.com/news/local/j-p-gallagher-on-mining-city-tommyknockers-i-
cant-endorse-these-guys-coming-back-to/article_9a69935d-02dc-5e42-909c-
52692ddacf2b.html 

 

November 1, 2021 – Pierre/Fort Pierre, SD 

Capital Journal – “Expedition League’s future in flux after mass exodus” 

 https://www.capjournal.com/sports/expedition-league-s-future-in-flux-after-mass-
exodus/article_565a6530-3b2c-11ec-8bf4-6bd631bad932.html 

 

December 2, 2021 – Butte, MT 

The Montana Standard – “Arrest warrant issued for Dane Wagner; Gallagher trying to cancel 
Tommyknockers lease” 

 https://mtstandard.com/news/local/arrest-warrant-issued-for-dane-wagner-gallagher-
trying-to-cancel-tommyknockers-lease/article_324d098d-5a88-53a6-9677-
aeeb31bb7438.html 
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Bills pile up for Whiskey Jacks

By: Thomas Friesen

Posted: 3:00 AM CDT Monday, Jun. 7, 2021

PERRY BERGSON/THE BRANDON SUN

Expedition League president and owner Steve Wagner allegedly owes Manitoba businesses more than $30,000 from the

2019 season.

Two years after the Wheat City Whiskey Jacks made their debut, some local business

owners are �nding it di�cult to get paid money the club owes them.

The Expedition League baseball club arrived in Brandon as an expansion team in 2019

with overwhelming optimism. The wood-bat, college summer league featuring players

WEATHER ALERT

https://media.brandonsun.com/images/210607+WJ1.jpeg
https://www.weather.gc.ca/warnings/report_e.html?mb7


1/20/22, 12:15 PM Bills pile up for Whiskey Jacks - Brandon Sun

https://www.brandonsun.com/local/Bills-pile-up-for-Whiskey-Jacks-574576981.html 2/7

from junior college to NCAA Division I ranks would be the highest-calibre ball in town

since the Manitoba Senior Baseball League folded in 2017.

Brandon and the ball club appeared to be a terri�c pairing. But it didn’t take long,

business owners say, before unpaid bills began to sour the relationship with Steve

Wagner, owner of both the league and the Whiskey Jacks.

Brandon Source for Sports co-owner Joel Whiteside said the Whiskey Jacks still owe

nearly $7,000 for the pants, belts, three sets of uniforms and warmup shirts they

ordered ahead of the inaugural season. The original total was just north of $17,000 after

knocking o� $2,500 in a sponsorship agreement.

"We met with them early on when they �rst came to Brandon. Steve Wagner came in

personally and met with us, talked to us about building a relationship," said Whiteside.

"… This was something exciting for us. Being in the sports industry, we are more than

happy to see something like that come to Brandon and thought it was a great thing for

the city."

The owners attended numerous games and encouraged sta� and friends to do the

same. Whiteside actually billeted one of the players, and took care of Whiskey Jacks

players coming in for their own equipment and custom orders.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the team wasn’t able to play in 2020 and is operating

out of Grand Forks, N.D., in 2021 with new — theoretically temporary — business and

sponsorship partners.

Whiteside said Source for Sports received its �rst of four payments from the team in

September 2019, well after the entire 64-game season ended. The most recent was

nearly six months ago.

"Each payment less than the last, essentially," Whiteside said. "… How this turned out is

very frustrating and disappointing for us. For us looking back now, it’s really unfortunate

because we were so excited."

Brandon Source for Sports broke its silence publicly on Facebook and Instagram

Thursday when the Whiskey Jacks shared a photo in new uniforms with "Grand Forks"

across the chest, though the o�cial name is still "Wheat City." Grand Forks is set to
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receive an expansion team in 2022, according to Wagner.

Travis Gouldie, one of the four Source for Sports co-owners, added the long, drawn-out

process is frustrating.

"It’s not like there hasn’t been any contact. We’ve tried to contact (Wagner) many, many,

many times and he gets back to you one out of 10 times," Gouldie said. "It’s just

frustrating that we went into it in good faith and haven’t even been able to come out of it

evened up."

That sentiment certainly echoes through the Brandon business community. The lack of

contact with the owner, who lives in the United States and has a Minnesota cellphone

number, isn’t lost on Prairie Coach Tours owner Niel Henry.

THOMAS FRIESEN/THE BRANDON SUN

Travis Gouldie, left, and Joel Whiteside, two of the owners of Brandon Source for Sports, stand outside their store on Friday.

They are among multiple businesses claiming to be owed money by Steve Wagner and the Wheat City Whiskey Jacks

baseball club.
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"The fact that he wasn’t here, he’s south of the border, he’s hard to get a hold of, now I

believe it was by design," said Henry, who was approached by the team in the winter

before the 2019 campaign.

It was a great opportunity, on paper. The bus service is usually quieter during the

summer months, so it o�ered a chance to keep another bus on the road and have more

work for drivers.

Henry said he sat down with Wagner and they agreed to terms, but the process of

putting pen to paper wasn’t complete.

"There was some draft (contracts), but he never did get around to signing the proper

one, and now I know why," Henry said.

Henry said he received a few payments from Wagner after insisting he hold up his end

of the deal. However, $20,000 — more than half of the total — is still outstanding.

"It was very sad because it would have been great to

have a ball team back in Brandon. But it brings back

shades of the guy that came along to start the Brandon

(Grey Owls). They come in with no money, or no money

they’ll use. They rely on credit and when the fans don’t

�ock to the stands the �rst game, they just kind of back

o� instead of promoting," Henry said, adding he hired

an American collection agency to pursue Wagner.

"It probably won’t come to anything, but I just hope it

aggravates him."

The problems with the Whiskey Jacks extend outside the

Brandon perimeter. Can�re Pyrotechnics Ltd., from

Sundown, which is about 70 kilometres southeast of

Steinbach, has taken legal action against Wagner and

the club.

Can�re owner and president Peter Palmer �led a small

claim for $5,630, the outstanding total for �ve of the six post-game �reworks shows the

FILE

Prairie Coach Tours owner Niel

Henry says the Wheat City Whiskey

Jacks owe his company $20,000 for its

services in 2019.
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company shot. Palmer said he was paid for one show, a year and a half after it took

place.

"I told Steve Wagner, ‘I’m not writing this o� as bad debt, and this is the second year in a

row at the end of the year you’re at the number one, top of my list for receivables.

You’re at the top, you owe money, we provided goods and services and you have to pay

for them,’" Palmer said.

"… Now we’re going on two years."

Can�re’s entry-level shows cost $2,000 then, but Palmer o�ered a substantial discount.

"This was not a money maker for us," Palmer said. "That’s the issue that’s really at stake

here. We had crews volunteer, we also had to do $5-million insurance, there’s a lot that

we put into it as a goodwill for promoting this new event and looking at a long-term

relationship.

"We didn’t anticipate that we’d have to chase them for almost two years for goods and

services. I told them, ‘We’ve burned up the �reworks. We don’t have them to restock …

we pulled six insurance certi�cates, that costs money.’"

The original claim was made March 31, and extended on May 7 due to issues with the

process service. Palmer said they were told general manager Ray Walker could not

receive the a�davit because he was furloughed by the club.

On May 14, Palmer said Walker was temporarily unfurloughed and able to receive it. The

court allowed Can�re to serve the �nal paperwork through registered mail, and Wagner

signed for it May 20.

The court date is July 7 in Brandon. Palmer is looking forward to a resolution.

"It’s really a slap in the face and … it leaves a really sour taste in my mouth and others,"

Palmer said. "Justice is slow and deliberate and we will prevail. We will collect the

money."

Wagner did not respond to multiple requests for comment via email and telephone

Friday and Saturday.

The Whiskey Jacks replied to Source for Sports’ Facebook post on the weekend, stating
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"The Whiskey Jacks have paid Brandon Source for Sports approximately 75% of the total

amount purchased from them. We remain committed to payment of the remaining

balance."

When the team announced it would have to play the 2020 season in the States — before

failing to �nd a home in time — Wagner told the Sun the club was "100 per cent

committed to Brandon, Manitoba."

"I love the community, love the people. I think we started something really great there,"

he said.

Following the pandemic-truncated campaign, the tune remained the same.

"We really appreciate the patience of everyone in Brandon," Wagner said in August 2020.

"We had to work through a season where it was just impossible to play, but we’ll be

back. We’ll have a great 2021 season and many seasons beyond that, and I can’t wait."

NICK NELSON/GRAND FORKS HERALD

Wheat City Whiskey Jacks Zoe Hicks (14) of Boissevain celebrates her �rst Expedition League run with her teammates on

May 28. The team, which temporarily located to Grand Forks, N.D., for 2021, is wearing new uniforms with “Grand Forks” on

the chest while still o�cially named “Wheat City.”
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We need your support!

Local journalism needs your support!

As we navigate through unprecedented times, our journalists are working

harder than ever to bring you the latest local updates to keep you safe and

informed.

Now, more than ever, we need your support.

Starting at $12.42/month you can access your Brandon Sun online and full

access to all content as it appears on our website.

or call circulation directly at (204) 727-0527.

Your pledge helps to ensure we provide the news that matters most to your

community!

» tfriesen@brandonsun.com

» Twitter: @thomasmfriesen
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Tommyknockers players
sound off on halted season

Members of the Mining City Tommyknockers pose for a photo with a couple of young fans Sunday outside 3 Legends
Stadium.

By Bill Foley

A dark cloud of imminent rain hung above 3 Legends Stadium early Sunday evening as a handful
of Mining City Tommyknockers fans, young and old, showed up to watch their beloved team play
the Badlands Big Sticks.

There would be no game on this night, however. The team’s inaugural season had been
canceled.

“We’re all pissed off,” said Tommyknocker fan Ross Beausoleil, who showed up with his son. “We
wanted to go to the game tonight.”

The cancellation came Sunday after the players, fed up with what they say is unfair treatment to
the players and summer interns, demanded that no admission be charged for their final four
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home games.

The players also said they would play their remaining games with the Expedition League logo on
their hats and jerseys covered by tape.

“The team stood up and decided it was time for the Tommyknockers to take a step up for Butte,”
one player said. “We don’t want them to make another damn dime off the people of Butte.”

Players say co-owner/general manager Dane Wagner agreed to the stipulation. Less than an
hour later, however, the players leaned the remainder of the Tommyknocker games have been
canceled.

(Click here to read a statement issued by the players following the news of the cancellation.)

Wagner said that he and his fellow owners decided to cancel the season because they would not
be “walked on” by the players.

“It’s not the players union of the MLB,” Wagner said Sunday night. “These are college athletes
who should be grateful to be able to play in the Expedition League.”

Wagner said the Sunday meeting and the anger stemmed over an incident involving Expedition
League vice president Mitch Messer Saturday night. He said a players swore at Messer and
challenged him to a fight in the parking lot after the game.

The account, though, is much different than that of the players. They said one player asked
Messer, who worked as a groundskeeper Saturday, not to put so much water on the infield during
the game. They said a player told Messer he did not want to get injured on a field that was clearly
too wet.

As Messer left, one player said, he drove by the player and said, “Don’t get hurt. Then he smirked
and drove off.”

Wagner said that the Tommyknockers players, as a whole, became disrespectful once manager
Tom Carty left the team mid-season.

“We were not going to let players act this way and not be role models for the kids and swear at
league officials,” Wagner said.

Fan and media accounts of the players’ action, however, differ from that of Wagner. The players,
according to observers, did change once pitching coach Brandon Cowan took over for Carty.
They appeared to be having more fun.

Archived Radio Broadcasts

Print this Page
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Mike Opel, the team’s volunteer public address announcer, showed up to announce Sunday’s
game. He was not notified that his services were no longer needed after calling the team’s first 27
home games.

A surprised Opel used his time to give the players a pep talk.

“This is a perfect example of how one person can ruin something you worked your asses off for,”
Opel said. “I just feel so bad for you guys. I’m proud of you, though. You stood up. You gave him
(Wagner) a chance to bail himself out, and he chose something different. He chose to be petty.”

The players of the Expedition League, which is a summer wooden-bat college league, are not
paid. They also do not have to pay to play in the league.

The Tommyknockers players’ list of grievances ranged from insufficient pregame meals, to a lack
of medical personnel at games, to housing concerns, to money taken from and not paid to
interns.

During the first game of the season, they said league owner Steve Wagner, who is Dane
Wagner’s father, took $160 from the intern’s tip jar. The money, the interns tought, was to be split
six or seven ways. Instead, the players say Wagner allegedly pocked the money.

Players even played a video of Dane Wagner on Sunday admitting that the money was taken and
never paid back to the interns. He said the money went into the team’s “cash box.”

“That was the first game,” Dane Wagner told the players and interns, “and it never happened
again.”

Wagner explained later that the incident came before the team had a policy on tips.

“It’s not stolen. We never told them they were entitled to those tips,” Wagner said of the interns,
who make $250 per month. “Just because there’s a tip jar doesn’t mean they are entitled to it.
They weren’t distributed to the employees that first game. We were figuring out how to work our
registers.”

From the second game on, Wagner said the tips were distributed evenly to all the gameday staff,
including those working in the press box.

Players also told of horror stories of not knowing where to go when they came to town, sleeping
in their cars and trucks the first few nights, and not having enough to eat before and after games.

Players from the Tommyknockers and Big Sticks both laughed at the small chicken breasts given
to both sides before Friday’s game.

Another player told a story of asking for a Gatorade during a hot game. He said Wagner said,
‘Give him a warm Gatorade and we’ll sell the cold ones to fans.”

Wagner said the accommodations for players coming to town were the responsibility of Carty, but
he said that there were issues with the portion size of meals for players.

“Is someone going to complain about the portion size?” Wagner said. “We are trying to feed 70
games and making sure everyone has something to eat. Our interns have to eat, too, so there
might be not enough portions.”
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Most players asked to not be mentioned by name in the story. However, Butte native Liam
Sommer, who pitches for the University of Mary, insisted that his name be included.

“I can’t believe they would do that here,” Sommer said. “It was something good for the Butte
community, and he just ruined it. It’s a shame.”

Sommer was the subject of a Butte Sports feature story after he signed with the team last fall. At
the time, he said in addition to pitching for his hometown team, Sommer would work as an intern.
He needs an internship for his sports and leisure management degree.

That, however, never happened.

“He didn’t do anything for my internship,” Sommer said of Wagner. “I signed up to be an intern,
and he just blew it off.”

Wagner said it was his understanding that Sommer no longer needed an internship for his
degree.

For the first couple of weeks of the season, multiple players did not have a host family to stay
with. So, they stayed in the Best Western Plus.

Eventually, all of the players had housing with host families, but they were overloaded. One
player said he was one of seven players staying at one house.

“I live in an RV,” one player said. “I don’t have power or Wi-Fi or anything.”

Wagner pointed out that the players stayed at a very nice hotel. He also said some players
stayed at the Hennessey Mansion for a day or two.

“They always had a place to stay, and nice accommodations,” he said.

Dion Sommer, Liam’s father, had five Tommyknockers, including his son, staying with him and his
wife, Linda. He said he was heartbroken with Sunday’s turn of events.

“These kids genuinely like each other,” Dion Sommer said. “They had a blast playing together.”

That clearly showed as the Tommyknockers took the field throughout the season.

At 15-12 on the second half of the season, the Tommyknockers were tied for the final playoff spot
of the Expedition League’s Lewis Division. They were tied with the Big Sticks, who were
supposed to play the rubber match of a three-game series Sunday in Butte.

Even as the rain fell Sunday, a handful of fans stayed to show their appreciation of the players.
Some brought beer. Another brought a stack of pizza.

Players hugged one another, knowing that they might never be together again. They had hoped
their moment of goodbye would be later. They had hoped to play more games with each other.

The players also expressed concern for their fans.
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“We all wanted to play,” one player said. “We love the town of Butte. It was a definitely a fun-and-
exciting summer.”

Players said they hope this will not be the end of the Expedition League in Butte, which is still
smarting from the loss of the Pioneer League Butte Copper Kings following the 2000 summer.

They said the Tommyknockers would need a change of management for them to field a team in
the Mining City in 2022.

“A team could work here and it would be awesome,” one player said. “But it will not work with
Dane.”

Wagner said the team will definitely be back for 2022 and beyond.

“Oh, we’ll be back,” he said. “We’ll be back Year 2. We’ll celebrate a Tommyknockers 100-year
season. We’ll be cryogenically frozen, but we’ll get blurbs of it when we get out of hyper sleep.”
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Not surprised 6 months ago

I have heard of the lack of food provided to visiting teams by the Tommyknockers
management. Matter of fact, this is a common thing to hear with all of the teams owned by
Steve Wagner. Butte, Minot, Grand Forks, etc…doesn’t matter. I wish this was not the
case, but I completely support these kids in their decision. Im a fan of another, privately
owned, team in the expedition league, and have heard every year of players being fed
small portions of unhealthy food. You cant feed athletes portions for a 6 year old and
expect them to perform for you.

Just a thought, but if you can only afford to feed one chicken breast (sometimes
undercooked even) each to 45-50 people over 70 games, maybe your not ready to
expand the league. I would be willing to bet businesses in the city of Brandon would agree
also.

https://www.brandonsun.com/local/Bills-pile-up-for-Whiskey-Jacks-574576981.html

I certainly hope this same thing doesn’t happen to Butte.

George Foley @Not surprised 6 months ago

Mr. Gallagher had all the answers when he pushed for this team and
should have done a little digging during the season so these issues did
not escalate. I have all the cofidence in the world that he will get to the
bottom of this sham and fix it by next season. They have to return….i
promised my grandkids there would soon be a hot tub and a lazy river.

Patty 6 months ago

How dare you blame the accommodation dilemma on a team coach! That is absolutely BS
that you would expect a coach to find accommodations for players while they, themselves
are in the middle of their college coaching season! There is no way Carty had time to
locate housing for the players while coaching a team in NY. It’s not possible for any coach
to do. Finding the accommodations should be the job of a general manager. As well as
finding resources for food. I did notice this at another locations. My husband and I with the
help of his host family chose to purchase and make food for NINETY people while visiting
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our son after driving 1600 miles. They were so grateful to get a little protein in their diets.
Living off of pasta dishes that are often left overs just doesn’t cut it. Do better! If your team
GM can’t find food or housing, then the Owner needs to step up and help figure out a way.

I have seen nothing but respect from the players of the team my son plays on but it is a
Wagner owned team. So I won’t speak of the verbal comments mentioned.

Grandma @Patty 6 months ago

What an absolutely horrible excuse to blame lack of housing and/or food
on a coach. That is the job of the GM, and the owner. I am a host mom in
Dickinson, and served one of the after game meals at the Dickinson field
to the Tommy Knocker players and coaches, before serving our players.
They were all so appreciative of getting sloppy Joe’s, potato salad and
melons. I felt bad for not having more variety, and they were falling all
over themselves thanking me for the delicious meal. I have to commend
these young men for having enough integrity to stand up to the owner and
say enough is enough. You are not going to take any more money from
the good people of Butte. For Dane Wagner to be so arrogant to think he
can just sweep this under the rug and pull another team out of the hat
next year is wrong. He needs those assets on the field to get the
sponsorship. Those players are going to talk to their college coaches,
other team players are going to talk to their college coaches and tell them
what players for the Tommy Knockers had to say. Word is going to get
around, and getting good quality players will be tough. Getting good
sponsorship and host homes willing to take the chance on him again will
also be tough. What a shame that Dane Wagner was allowed to ruin such
a great opportunity for the players and the town.

Saw It Coming 6 months ago

Everyone in Butte should do a Google search on Dane Wagner. If ever there was a living
definition of "charlatan", it is him. Claims to be a best-selling author of hundreds of books
that are not even in print. Claims to be a "pastor" but his church is in Florida, and the
"church" doesn’t even have an address or website. Claims to run a business in New York
City. Watch some of the videos of his "sermons". He seems mentally ill. Tragic tale of a
wealthy man’s deadbeat son that couldn’t make an honest living for himself, so he screws
over everyone else while daddy bails him out. Butte deserves better. Don’t let him back in
2022. Demand new management.
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Rift between Mining City Tommyknockers players, front o�ce
halts season with six games to play

MATTHEW KIEWIET 406mtsports.com

Aug 1, 2021

The Mining City Tommyknockers called its quits Sunday, with still six games remaining in the Expedition League

season.

MATTHEW KIEWIET 406mtsports.com

BUTTE — The Mining City Tommyknockers will not be playing the remaining six games

of their inaugural season, the Expedition League baseball team announced Sunday on

Twitter.

https://406mtsports.com/users/profile/Matthew%20Kiewiet
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“Fans, The Remainder of the season has been canceled,” the tweet read.

The moment had been building ever since players arrived in Butte back in mid-May, but

calling o� the season was never the culmination the players wanted, they said.

“We wanted to give back to Butte,” Tommyknockers closer Dylan Wilhelm said. “The fans

are the ones — the reason that we were playing. We love the group of guys that we had.

We love our coaches, but the conditions were just not being �xed or addressed even.”

Players said those conditions included insu�cient housing, an absence of medical

personnel and an overall lack of communication between front-o�ce management and

players. Things never ran smoothly.

Asked when they could tell something was o�, everyone associated with the team had

similar answers.

“Oh, right at the beginning,” said Craig Madden, who hosted seven Tommyknockers

players with Julie Janacaro.

Said Wilhelm: “It starts with when we arrived and all the guys that were supposed to have

host families were in hotels.”

There were never enough host families to house the players, they said.

Before the season, for example, Madden and Janacaro were assigned two players. As it

became clear there weren’t enough families, the Butte residents agreed to take two more

players. By the end of the season, they housed seven.

Mining City Tommyknockers
@MCTommyknockers

Fans, The remainder of the season has been canceled.
3:24 PM · Aug 1, 2021
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“I mean, we had no problem at all with that,” Madden said. “I mean, like my wife told me

just a second ago, we would have taken 10 of them. And then just all the little bit of stu�

that you heard from the kids when they got home at night that this has not come to

fruition. It was just a goat rope from the word ‘go.’”

“In Year 1 of a baseball team, always one of the hardest challenges is to go from zero to 45

beds,” Tommyknockers co-owner Dane Wagner said. “A team that’s been around for �ve

years, or something like that, has a network of host families.”

Wagner added that the team spent “well over $1,000” on Facebook ads, speci�cally for

host families. They also bought billboard advertising space with The Montana Standard

and sent out an every-door direct mailer to about 10,000 homes in Butte, reaching out to

the community for host families before the players arrived.

Some teammates were not fortunate enough to squeeze in with host families. In�elder

Miles Harts�eld estimated about 15 players were put up at the Best Western Plus for the

�rst home stand of the season.

Upon returning form a six-game road trip through Idaho and Wyoming, those players

learned their stay at the hotel was done. Wagner said at that point the number of players

without host families was actually eight.

“When we got back to Butte, the hotel wasn’t an option anymore,” Harts�eld said.

It was at this point in mid-June that the ‘The Mansion’ saga began.

Named and casually referred to as ‘The Mansion’ by the players, the residence belonged

to Tommyknockers co-owner Dave She�eld. Wagner, the other co-owner, brought the

players to "The Mansion" without She�eld’s immediate knowledge.

The conditions were subpar.

“So there were 15 of us who went to The Mansion,” Harts�eld said. “He bought about �ve

air mattresses for 15 guys. Some guys had twin air mattresses and some guys had to share

an air mattress. During the middle of the night, air mattresses would de�ate; everything

like that. We’d wake up three times to blow them back up.
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“Dave had no idea we were staying in there … until the plumbing got backed up. The

plumbing got backed up about 10 hours after we got there.”

The players staying in The Mansion decided enough was enough. The team had been

promised improvements throughout the season, but they hesitated to put their foot down

because they wanted to keep playing baseball.

“Everybody said they’d give it three days, and if nothing gets better, we’re leaving,”

Harts�eld said.

“Dave did everything he could to help the team,” an anonymous player added. “Got stuck

with bad partners.”

Wagner said that all players did have host families by the end of June. 

"The problem with the host family situation is that he told all of us over Zoom meetings

that he had host families for everyone before we had come to Butte," Wilhelm said. "The

issue with that statement, however, is that it was a lie and the situation that followed was

caused by Dane's constant lying to players, and lack of overall communication to

anyone."

The damage could neither be undone, nor repaired, as tensions continued to run hot over

the course of the next month, the players said.

Things reached a boiling point over the weekend, with the situation that Wilhelm

referenced. 

On Friday, an Expedition League representative was in town to inspect a bit of �eld

maintenance at 3 Legends. Eventually, the players began to air some grievances to the

o�cial.

“And that turned into a swearing brawl from all of the players to this league o�cial,”

Wagner said. “They knew who he was. They knew that he was a high-level league o�cial,

and at one point after the game yesterday, they were swearing at this league o�cial and

saying, ‘Come out to the parking lot and see what’s up.’
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“Their college coaches would be very disappointed with the way they were acting. … It was

a very low-caliber, low-character way to do something.”

This incident sparked a team meeting at the �eld Sunday. Players, coaches, host families

and the administration shared their concerns and frustrations.

And so the team came forward with their demands, which included: If management

couldn’t give players appropriate living accommodations, then fans shouldn’t be charged

admission to home games. Those demands were not met, they said.

“We feel like if Dane isn't going to care for his players, he's probably just in it for the

money,” Wilhelm said. “And I'm assuming he probably made a decent amount of money

o� of this, so that was the reasoning.”

And that was that.

“(The players) were such high-character, high-caliber guys at the beginning of the

season,” Wagner said. “Somewhere along the way, something swung, where they just

kind of lost sight of being that role model in the community.”

Wagner assured that the Tommyknockers would be back in 2022, and for "decades" after

that.

While housing varied depending on the player, the team’s health and nutrition — across

the board — was an afterthought for upper management, they said.

“There has never been a trainer,” Madden said. “They had a �rst responder show up. I

mean, there's a lot of di�erence between a trainer and a �rst responder.”

Injuries are almost unavoidable in baseball, trainer or no trainer. However, some injuries

are critical to diagnose in a timely fashion, especially when more than a year of

rehabilitation is in store.

“And we actually had a kid get injured, an arm injury, while we didn't have a trainer on

sta�,” said an unnamed source. “And he was never given any hospital appointment,

anything like that; he wasn't taken care of by the team, even though he was playing for

them while that injury happened. And it turned out he had torn his UCL.”
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A torn UCL is repaired by Tommy John surgery. According to The Arm, by ESPN’s Je�

Passan, a player who undergoes this surgery is rarely back to 100% before 18 months.

Despite everything that unfolded during the Tommyknockers’ inaugural season, the

players were adamant about wanting to continue playing — for the passionate fans of

Butte.

The Expedition League is a wood-bat summer league for college players. Dane's father,

Steve, is president and founder of the league. A message was left with him Saturday night.

Matthew Kiewiet is the sports editor for the Montana Standard and sports betting columnist for
406MTSports. Email him at matthew.kiewiet@406mtsports.com or follow him on Twitter
@mattkiewiet406.
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Butte o�cials: Damage in baseball league debut might be irreparable
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ANALYSIS

Analysis: Mining City Tommyknockers GM and co-owner Dane
Wagner’s credibility a concern

Matthew Kiewiet Montana Standard matthew.kiewiet@406mtsports.com

Aug 3, 2021

Lights brighten 3 Legends Stadium, the home of the Tommyknockers, Butte's summer collegiate wood-bat baseball

team. The team folded up early this season for a variety of reasons.

MEAGAN THOMPSON, The Montana Standard

BUTTE — The Mining City was promised an Expedition League baseball team for the

summer of 2021, and it got one. As for promises made beyond that by the team’s general

manager and co-owner Dane Wagner, it really depends on who you ask.

https://406mtsports.com/users/profile/Matthew%20Kiewiet
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In wake of the Tommyknockers’ inaugural season being canceled with six games to play

due to staunch disagreements between players and the front o�ce, Wagner assured

Expedition League baseball fans that the team would be back in 2022 and beyond.

“We’ll be here for decades and decades to come,” said Wagner during a phone interview

with The Montana Standard and 406mtsports.com.

If that is indeed the plan, Wagner has a few bridges to mend around town, and he'd better

get on it sooner than later.

Dating back to April, roughly a month before Tommyknockers players from around the

world arrived in Butte, Wagner raised eyebrows during a long discussion with

commissioners before they soundly rejected his proposal to put a party deck and “splash

zone” hot-tub just beyond the left-�eld fence, where beer would be sold.

Several commissioners said they could go along with a party deck, but believed the

combination of a hot tub and alcohol sent the wrong message, and raised safety and

county liability concerns. Wagner said they were a package deal, but assured the council

the team wouldn’t leave if it was rejected.

The Standard detailed the plans in a story before that council meeting and Wagner told

the newspaper on the record that he appreciated the story coming out beforehand. But he

changed that account when a commissioner said she had problems with the way the plans

“were rolled out in the newspaper.”

“De�nitely regarding that newspaper article, I was just as shocked as everybody else to

see a newspaper article,” he told commissioners.

When contacted about the comment the next day, he told the Standard that he meant to

say he was surprised about all the opposition that surfaced after the article came out.

He also told commissioners that while American Legion o�cials expressed concerns

about a party deck, he believed they eventually saw the bene�ts. One commissioner said

that wasn’t the indication he got, and though longtime Miners manager Je� LeProwse

declined comment after the council rejected the plans, it was clear there were frictions

between the Legion program and the new team.

https://406mtsports.com/baseball/expedition-league/rift-between-mining-city-tommyknockers-players-front-office-halts-season-with-six-games-to-play/article_ec34c1bf-e725-5211-bf8a-67ed1a6e2625.html
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Butte-Silver Bow Chief Executive J.P. Gallagher said there were some communications

issues regarding the shared ballpark but he thought they worked through that. When

asked who he meant by wanting to meet with “management,” he named Dane Wagner

speci�cally, saying he was part of local ownership.

“It re�ects a lot of him,” Gallagher said. “I’ve had other people share concerns about

things that have happened with him and so I want to work through those.”

Those frictions bubbled over into the summer baseball season, during which the Miners

and Tommyknockers shared a �eld.

“We couldn't use any of their equipment,” a Tommyknockers player, who asked to

remain anonymous, told the Standard. “We couldn't use a turtle for batting practice. They

would, after their series, take all the rakes, everything, and hide it on the side �elds and

lock it up so we didn't use it.”

The housing and host family �asco has been documented. What seemed to irk the players

most was the lack of honesty and breakdown in communication.

“There's just one story we know for sure where two guys were driving up from Arizona

and were calling (Wagner) the entire way up saying, ‘We're going to be there in two days.

When we get there, where do we stay?’,” the unnamed source added. “Dane refused to

take their phone call or even call them back. So they got to Butte and slept in their truck

that night during a snowstorm at the beginning of the season.”

Wagner explained that he did all that he could to provide shelter to his players, from

Facebook advertisements to newspaper inserts alerting the community to the host family

shortage. The Tommyknockers GM also con�rmed that all players had a host family by

the end of June.

"The problem with the host family situation is that he told all of us over Zoom meetings

that he had host families for everyone before we had come to Butte," Tommyknockers

pitcher Dylan Wilhelm said. "The issue with that statement, however, is that it was a lie

and the situation that followed was caused by Dane's constant lying to players, and lack of

overall communication to anyone."
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The lies did not stop with the host families, according to other players. There was team

swag that was never distributed and an extravagant lineup of local venders promised but

not delivered.

“(Wagner) should be dismissed of his duties,” said another unnamed source. “He

promised us host families as soon as we arrived, shorts and sweatshirts, which we never

received.”

“He told us we were supposed to have Philipsburg Creamery and Casagranda vend at the

stadium,” Butte native Liam Sommer said. “He said we were going to get a luxurious

concession stand, bathrooms and in the next year we’d have locker rooms. But I don’t

know about that.”

Sommer pitches for the University of Mary. In addition to playing for the Tommyknockers

this summer, he thought he was receiving an internship.

“I came back into town for Christmas break to spend time with my family,” Sommer said.

“I met up with (Wagner) because I was supposed to intern with (the Tommyknockers),

but he never let me intern. He told me he was going to get the paperwork and then just

blew it o�.”

More recently, a rendezvous between an Expedition League o�cial and the

Tommyknockers created another instance where the front o�ce and players o�ered

di�erent descriptions of what unfolded.

Expedition League VP of Operations Mitch Messer on Friday stopped by 3 Legends to

inspect a bit of �eld maintenance. His visit evolved into what Wagner described as “a

swearing brawl from all of the players to this league o�cial.”

“They knew who he was,” Wagner added. “They knew that he was a high-level league

o�cial, and at one point after the game, they were swearing at this league o�cial and

saying, ‘Come out to the parking lot and see what’s up.’

“Their college coaches would be very disappointed with the way they were acting. … It was

a very low-caliber, low-character way to do something.”
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Sommer witnessed something di�erent. His account of what transpired described a

discussion between one Tommyknockers player and Messer. The player pointed out to

Messer that he had over-watered the �eld, something that Messer may not have known

since the �eld at 3 Legends drains poorly.

“It rains for 20 minutes and you can’t have a game, basically,” Sommer said. “I’ve been

playing here my whole life.”

The �rst couple of innings were played in what Sommer described as a “mud bath,”

prompting his teammate to explain the situation to Messer.

Messer shrugged o� the player, eventually drove o� and before leaving the premises,

sarcastically said through a smirk to the player who confronted him, “Hope you stay

safe,” according to Sommer.

The Standard reached out to Messer for a comment but did not receive a response.

With the cancellation of the 2021 season, it’s clear that the damage is beyond immediate

repair. However, if the Tommyknockers indeed plan to return for 2022 and beyond, it is

also clear that the front o�ce needs to make amends with the players and community

before that can happen.

The Expedition League is a wood bat summer baseball league for collegiate players. The

league was founded by Dane’s father, Steve Wagner, who is also the league president.

Steve Wagner has not returned messages from the Standard for an interview.

Montana Standard reporter Mike Smith contributed to this story

Matthew Kiewiet is the sports editor for the Montana Standard and sports betting columnist for
406MTSports. Email him at matthew.kiewiet@406mtsports.com or follow him on Twitter
@mattkiewiet406.

BSB of�cial expresses unease after season abruptly ends

Butte-Silver Bow’s top of�cial has serious concerns about the meltdown that led the Expedition League’s

Tommyknockers baseball club to cancel the last six games of its inaugural season in Butte.

mailto:matthew.kiewiet@406mtsports.com
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Chief Executive J.P. Gallagher said he wants to meet with management of the Mining City Tommyknockers,

and with players too, to determine what went wrong. But he indicated from the county’s perspective, the

team’s future in Butte is in doubt.

“We have some concerns of how things ended and why they ended the way they did,” Gallagher told The

Montana Standard on Monday. “I think a lot of it has to do with the management locally and I want to �gure

out if there is the potential for these guys to stay or should they stay.”

Gallagher had vetted the club as parks director and helped facilitate their coming to Butte, and said he didn’t

know about the season being abruptly canceled on Sunday or the extent of the problems until he read the

Standard on Monday morning.

But he said people had supported the team and it was very much a local government concern because the

team leases and plays at county-owned 3 Legends Stadium.

“I think there’s a lack of trust that the community is going to have with cancellation of the last part of the

season,” he said, adding that “we really have to look closely on whether it’s the right thing for our community to

continue.”

The club announced on Twitter Sunday that its remaining six games had been canceled but gave no

explanation. Players did, citing insuf�cient housing, an absence of medical personnel and a lack of

communication between front-of�ce management and players.

Dane Wagner, the team’s general manager and co-owner, said Sunday that housing issues were eventually

worked out and accused players of swearing while airing their grievances with a league of�cial “in a very low-

caliber, low-character way.”

Gallagher said he wanted to meet as soon as possible with Dane Wagner, the team’s co-owner and general

manager, and his brother, Expedition League President Steve Wagner. He planned to talk with players, too,

though he guessed many had already left Butte.

Gallagher said he wanted to get all sides, “But we need to look closely at what happened and is it possible for

the Tommyknockers to continue.”

The league emulates the minor leagues, with players using wooden bats and playing six games a week from

late May to early August. They are college players and don’t get paid, however, since NCAA rules prohibit that.

Players are supposed to get host-families to live with.

But the league itself is a for-pro�t entity, with owners, marketing plans, sharp logos and promotions, and it

promises high-quality baseball and affordable, wholesome family entertainment through a 64-game season.

As parks director, Gallagher visited other league cities and said he was especially impressed with a team’s

success in Dickinson, North Dakota, which is smaller than Butte but was bringing in 1,000 spectators per game

last August.

Gallagher said there were some positive signs in Butte, too.

“Locally, people have expressed to me that they really loved the kids (players) up there, they loved the

competition and play, and even the atmosphere, so there were some good things going on,” he said.

“But if players weren’t being respected and being treated right, then I have major concerns supporting

anything that doesn’t take into account player safety.”
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— Mike Smith, The Montana Standard

MORE INFORMATION
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Butte o�cials: Damage in baseball league debut might be irreparable
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Rift between Mining City Tommyknockers players, front o�ce halts season with six games to play
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J.P. Gallagher to Wagner:
You are not welcome back

Butte-Silver Bow Chief Executive J.P. Gallagher is shown in this Butte Sports file photo.

Chief Exec says GM cannot be part
of equation if Tommyknockers return
By Bill Foley

The Mining City Tommyknockers could very well be back to play a second season in Butte in
2022.

However, Butte-Silver Bow Chief Executive J.P. Gallagher said Thursday that can only happen
with new team front office management. Namely, Gallagher said, co-owner/general manager
Dane Wagner can not be a part of the operation.

Gallagher said he talked to Mitch Messer, the vice president of operations for the Expedition
League, this week.
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“I told Mitch that if Dane Wagner is a part of this, ‘You have no chance in hell of coming back,’”
Gallagher said.

Gallagher’s comments come four days after the Tommyknocker season was abruptly called off
because the players demanded that the team not charge admission for the final four home
games. The team was fed up with what players said were broken promises from the general
manager.

“The team stood up and decided it was time for the Tommyknockers to take a step up for Butte,”
one player told Butte Sports. “We don’t want them to make another damn dime off the people of
Butte.”

Wagner initially agreed with the players’ demands, which included playing with the Expedition
League patch on their jerseys and hats tapped over. Less than an hour later, however, Wagner
canceled the rest of the Butte team’s season — which was six games — saying management
would not be “walked on” by the players.

That move did not sit well with the players or fans, many of whom showed up to watch Sunday’s
key game against the Badlands Big Sticks at 3 Legends Stadium only to learn the game was
canceled. It also did not sit well with Gallagher, who helped bring the team to town as the county
parks and recreation director in 2020.

Preston Joyce of Casper slides home safely ahead of the tag of Mining City Tommyknockers catcher David Melfi June 18 at 3
Legends Stadium. (Butte Sports file photo)

Gallagher said that Steve Wagner, the father of the general manager and president and founder
of the league, will appear before the Butte-Silver Bow Council of Commissioners at their Aug. 25
meeting.

“I’ve demanded that Steve come into town and present to the council what has gone on there,”
Gallagher said. “I don’t know if it’s possible to survive. I don’t know who would sponsor them.”

Archived Radio Broadcasts

Print this Page
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Steve Wagner, who is also a co-owner of the Tommyknockers, did not return a call for this story.
Dane Wagner did also not return a call.

Like the players and player host families, Gallagher said he feels like he was lied to by Dane
Wagner.

Gallagher said he did not deal with Dane Wagner until after the team signed a five-year deal with
Butte to play on Miners Field at 3 Legends Stadium. Before that, he dealt with Steve Wagner.

The months dealing with Dane Wagner, Gallagher said, have been filled with “half-truths, flat-out
lies and broken promises.”

“It’s management, there’s no doubt about it. It falls on Dane Wagner completely,” Gallagher said.
“I don’t know if the damage he did is too much for the community.

Dane Wagner said Sunday that the Tommyknockers will be back in Butte in 2022 and beyond.
Gallagher is not so sure.

The five-year contract calls for the Tommyknockers to pay Butte-Silver Bow $12,000 a year for
the first three years. The price increases for the fourth and fifth year.

“There’s some provisions in that lease that allow us out,” Gallagher said. “I think we have every
right to cancel the lease based on what happened.”

Butte manager Tom Carty talks with Hayden Brown in the dugout June 2. (Butte Sports file photo)

‘Under the bus’

Tom Carty was hired as the field manager of the Butte team in October, before the name
“Tommyknockers” was even chosen.

“We’re thrilled to have landed a manager of Tom’s caliber here in Butte,” Dane Wagner said at the
time. Carty was coming to town from Long Island College, where he worked as the pitching
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coach of the NCAA Division I program.

In addition to managing the team in the summer, Carty was charged with putting the team’s roster
together.

One thing he was not in charge of was finding housing for the players. On Sunday, though, Carty
read that Wagner “threw him under the bus” when addressing player claims that they had
nowhere to go when they got to town.

Wagner said it was Carty’s fault when players complained of sleeping in cars and trucks when the
GM did not answer repeated phone calls.

Carty himself did not arrive in town until May 31, the day before the Tommyknockers June 1
home opener. The manager missed the team’s season opening road trip.

Players started arriving as early as May 12. So, how could the manager who was not in town be
in charge of housing? Carty’s answer was that he was not.

“I have absolutely nothing to do with their accommodations,” Carty said this week from his home
in Georgia. “That couldn’t be more of a lie. I was told to do baseball. I was told only to worry
about baseball. I was told to stay out of that when I asked for some things beforehand.”

Carty said he did not want to get into a war of words with Dane Wagner, but he felt he had to
defend himself after reading that he was being blamed for things he had no control over.

“They were all bold-faced lies or excuses making,” Carty said of Wagner’s comments to multiple
media outlets following Sunday’s cancellation of the remainder of the season.

He also shook off Dane Wagner’s accusations that it was poor behavior by the players that
started the rift with the front office.

“The bullseye falls on one person’s shoulders,” Carty said, referring to Dane Wagner. “That’s who
is responsible for those things. It’s hard for me to look at the other side and see that the kids did
them wrong. That the coaches did them wrong. That’s a real stretch.”

Carty said he reached out to Steve Wagner last fall. He was looking at the possibility of running
an Expedition League expansion team somewhere. He figured he could be the general manager
of a team and run it year-round, and then serve as field manager during the summer.

He said one day after talking to the elder Wagner, he was called with the job offer in Butte.
Having heard good things about Montana, Carty said his wife was on board with him taking the
job in Butte.

“It’s probably one of the few jobs that I said yes to that my wife said yes faster than I did,” Carty
said. “I thought I was going to get a real stern no about it.”

Carty accepted the job even if it was not what he was looking for in the first place.

“It gets me in the league,” Carty said of taking the Butte job. “I said, ‘Let’s see, if it goes well as a
manager,’ and I can see my value in the community.”
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The hiring gave the Tommyknockers instant credibility. Carty is a lifelong baseball man who sees
himself as “an ambassador of the game.” He brought all the experience any team could hope for
and more. That experience included managing the last two years in the Northwoods League.

“I’ve been doing summer baseball for 25 years,” Carty said. “No one in the league had my level of
experience. I’ve been on that end of placing summer baseball players for 25 years.”

Shortly after the New Year, Carty reached out to Jeff LeProwse, the president of Butte’s American
Legion baseball program and head coach of the Butte Miners. He said he talked with LeProwse
several times and started to see the depth of a broken relationship between the Legion and the
Tommyknockers.

“By the time I get there, that’s a mess,” Carty said.

Legion officials said the Tommyknockers expected to use the Legion’s equipment, such as cages
and L screens for batting practice, and the team’s bases.

Dane Wagner is shown in this Tommyknockers photo.

The Tommyknockers, who tried and failed to get county approval for a party deck and hot tub
outside the fence in left field, did not even have bases. The team played the season with Little
League bases — where the top breaks off for safety.

One problem with using the Legion’s equipment was that the Miners and Muckers teams needed
to use it at the same time. The Legion teams got pushed to Field No. 3 for practice, and they had
to take the gear — that was paid for by money the players fundraised for — with them.

Legion officials said the Tommyknockers never offered any kind of payment or any other
concessions to use their equipment. Legion officials also said they were fed up with the lies and
broken promises coming from Dane Wagner.

Gallagher said he should have done more to help facilitate a better relationship between the
Tommyknockers and Legion. In hindsight, he said he kind of hung the Legion out to dry.

“I probably should have been looking at it a little bit harder, but I didn’t realize what this guy was,”
Gallagher said of Wagner and complaints that filed in from the Legion. “I was defensive, saying,
‘You guys have got to give this a chance. Players weren’t even in town yet.’”

Between the time the team signed a contract with the county and the Tommyknockers signed
their first player, Gallagher won an election, beating incumbent Dave Palmer in the chief
executive race. He took office in January.

Gallagher said he might have been too close to the situation because he worked so hard to bring
the team to town. As parks and recreation director, Gallagher also worked to help get 3 Legends
Stadium built.

While the stadium would have never been built if it was not for the need of the Legion program,
Gallagher said it was also built to try to bring opportunities like the Expedition League, a wooden-
bad summer college baseball league, to town.

“I advocated for these guys,” Gallagher said. “In all honesty, I’m embarrassed because I was a
huge advocate for this. I take it personally.”
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Carty also takes it very personally.

“I feel a little naïve that I was really sold on it,” Carty said. “I really, truly was sold on everything.
As time went on, even before I got there, I started to have some doubts. Then I said, ‘OK, let me
give everybody the benefit of the doubt.’”

After seeing it all collapse, Carty cannot help but feel bad, personally and professionally.

“I spent a long time building a good reputation,” he said. “Some people don’t like me, but most
people do. Most people respect me. I’m having a hard time having my reputation be challenged
when a coach calls me and says, ‘Hey Tom, why is my guy sleeping in the mansion with 10 other
guys and you?’

“I’m still a little embarrassed about it. I think my reputation will take a little hit. But I think a lot of
those guys would trust me if I did this again.”

Tommyknocker Zach Camp gets some love after a strong first inning June 29. (Butte Sports file photo)

Broken promises

Carty arrived in town to take over a team that was already upset.

A group of players was staying at the Best Western Plus because enough host families were not
found. Players only had one set of uniforms, and the shorts, T-shirts and hoodies they were
promised on a zoom call were not provide.

They never were.

After a couple of weeks in a hotel room, several players ended up sleeping on air mattresses at
the Hennessey Mansion before finding host families. Even then, the players were not happy with
the accommodations, even though they were thankful for the host families and their hospitality.
One player said he was one of seven players staying with one host family. Another said he was
living in an RV.

Host families were also not happy with the Tommyknockers. Gallagher said.

“They were just lied to from day one,” Gallagher said. “They loved the kids, but they got lied to
throughout the whole process.”

So, Carty had a mess on his hands.

“Right away, I was like, ‘Oh man, this is going to be rough,’” Carty said.

He told the players to give him two weeks to address all their grievances. He told them he would
fight the battles he could win for them.

He said he would fight to make sure the players had enough to eat.

“I told them I would go to battle if there wasn’t enough pizza for everybody,” Carty said. “I wasn’t
going to go to battle because, ‘Oh, man, it’s pizza again.’”
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Players maintain that the pregame meals were never enough for the entire season. Some said
they stopped depending on them entirely.

“Two weeks went by, and there were still a lot of things that weren’t up to my expectations and to
everyone else’s expectations,” Carty said.

The manager said he would not try to talk any players out of leaving the team. Rather, he asked
that they give him five days’ notice. That would give Carty enough time to work his contacts and
get a replacement player.

“It was hard to convince them to stay when they were pointing out the obvious,” Carty said. “I
said, I’m not going to talk anybody out of leaving.”

Carty ended up leaving the team on July 7, though he said it was not because of the rift with
management. He said his real job needed attention, and he wanted to spend more time with his
family.

His wife came to town, and the couple’s 8-year-old son Timmy was serving as the bat boy for the
team. When it was time for them to head back to Georgia, Carty figured it was time for him to
leave, too.

“I told Steve that I had to go,” Carty said before leaving the team in the hands of pitching coach
Brandon Cowan. “I thought the team would be in good hands.”

Most of the players ended up staying, even after Carty left. Even after the team called off the
remainder of the season, those players stand behind their former manager.

They also continued to put on a show on the field. The roster was full of talent and crowd-
pleasing victories. Fans seemed to enjoy watching them play while soaking in a summer night at
the ballpark.

At 16-15, the Tommyknockers placed third in the first half of the Lewis Division. They were 15-12
and in a tie for the final playoff spot when the season was called off.

Carty said he watched the games on the Tommyknockers YouTube channel after he left town.

“I enjoyed those guys a lot. I enjoyed being there,” he said. “I brought them there. I watched
almost every game since I left. I enjoyed everything about the players and summer baseball in
general. I liked Butte.”

Carty beamed as the Tommyknockers bounced back from losing the first two games of a four-
game series at Badlands last week.

“I was so proud of those guys to see that they took the final two in Badlands,” he said. “That was
my last trip, and I got swept.”

The Tommyknockers won Friday’s opener of what was supposed to be a three-game series in
Butte. The Big Sticks pulled back into a tie with Butte with a 10-inning win on Saturday. Carty said
the manner in which the team lost was gut-wrenching, but he still thought his guys were set up to
clinch a playoff berth.

Now, the Big Sticks will likely coast into that playoff berth.
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Tommyknockers shortstop Judah WIlbur fires to first for an out on June 18. (Butte Sports file poto)

A Tommyknocker future?

Is there any hope at all that the Tommyknockers will be back in Butte in 2021?

While attendance figures were not off the charts for the team’s 28 home games, fans clearly
enjoyed themselves. Nobody won the $50,000 vehicle in the on-field dice games, but fans sure
seemed to have a blast trying.

“I’ve had people in the community reach out to say they want the Tommyknockers back,”
Gallagher said.

“I think there is such great opportunities in the summer market, whether it’s independent pro
baseball, minor league baseball or college summer ball,” Carty said. “It’s a win-win for the
community.

“Steve’s vision of the league, and the geographical footprint, I thought, ‘Wow he really is on the
ground level of what the Northwoods League did 25 years ago in Minnesota and Wisconsin.’”

Getting sponsors for the Tommyknockers next year could be a tall task after what Gallagher
called at trail of “lost trust, broken promises, unpaid bills and lies.”

Gallagher pointed out that the Tommyknockers offered a gameday experience as part of a
drawing at the May meeting of the Butte-Silver Bow Chamber of Commerce.

After the drawing, Gallagher said Dane Wagner did not return repeated calls and messages form
Stephanie Sorini, the executive director of the Chamber, so a new prize had to be found for the
drawing winner.

A Google search of Steve Wagner will quickly take you to a story about a tale of owed money in
Brandon, Manitoba, Canada, where the Wheat City Whiskey Jacks played in 2019.

A search for Dane Wagner will bring you to an Amazon.com link about Wanger, a minister in his
early 30s, who claims to have written 105 “international best-selling books.” Another site offer’s
Wagner’s ministry services for $760.

Not only will be it hard for the Tommyknockers to return to the Mining City, Gallagher said the
chances of an Expedition League team playing anywhere in the state again is remote. Bozeman
and Helena have already rejected expansion inquiries.

“The chances of any other program happening in Montana, I would say, ‘No way,’” Gallagher
said. “If they come back or not, they’ve got a hell of a hill to climb. It’s got to be a decision by our
council if they are worth the damage to our reputation.”
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POST COMMENT

Sue Starford 6 months ago

My comment is to Carol and the late Tom Gallagher for raising such fine children as J.P.,
et al. They all turned out to be outstanding examples of Butte citizens and MT should be
proud to claim them.
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Joe 6 months ago

I enjoyed taking my family to Tommy Knockers games. Had the opportunity to meet a few
players and they were great kids. Much kudos to them for sticking up for themselves, their
hosts and the community. It is sad that we all were gamed by someone who appears to be
nothing but a common con man. This situation speaks nothing bad of Butte’s reputation.
But volumes about the Wagners.
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EXPEDITION LEAGUE

'Empty promises': Allegations of dishonesty nothing new with
Tommyknockers GM Dane Wagner

BLAKE FUSSELL The Montana Standard Blake.Fussell@406mtsports.com

Aug 6, 2021

Dane Wagner, left, Tommyknockers general manager and his father, Steve Wagner, the president of the league, speak

at an Expedition League preseason press conference.

Meagan Thompson, The Montana Standard
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BUTTE — Mining City Tommyknockers general manager Dane Wagner was �red

Friday morning amid hefty accusations. While this could bring some closure to the

scandal, several people in other communities say they're still feeling the e�ects of

business dealings with Wagner and his father Steve, who is president of the

Expedition League.

Tommyknockers' Manager Brandon Cowan con�rmed Dane Wagner was �red

Friday morning, which said he heard from co-owner Dave She�eld. Parting ways

with Wagner was a requirement from Butte-Silver Bow Chief Executive J.P.

Gallagher if the team is ever to return to Butte.

Gallagher said Friday the Tommyknockers have failed to pay June, July and August

lease payments to the county. He said he has received assurances the payments will

be made promptly.

The lease between the county and the Tommyknockers for 3 Legends Stadium is

�ve years in duration, but Gallagher said he believes the county has ample grounds

to cancel the lease.

The Tommyknockers’ season was canceled Sunday after a statement was issued by

the players. The statement cited a lack of communication by the front o�ce, among

many issues throughout the entire season, and it was only the latest example of an

apparent trend that follows the Wagners.

“The lack of communication and organization from the managers to the players on

housing, food and being accountable has gone on too long,” the statement read.

“Tommyknockers players tried to compromise and play through the rest of the

season for Butte, but it was out of their control.”

The statement also expressed players’ excitement and gratitude toward playing

baseball in Butte. The excitement, as well as frustration with communication, was

eerily similar to that of Joel Whiteside and Travis Gouldie, co-owners of Brandon

Source for Sports in Brandon, Manitoba.

Dane and Steve Wagner brought the Wheat City Whiskey Jacks to Brandon in 2019

and were met with excitement and optimism by local businesses. Two years later,

the Wagners still owe a combined $32,000 to the same businesses, according to a

report by The Brandon Sun.

https://www.brandonsun.com/local/Bills-pile-up-for-Whiskey-Jacks-574576981.html
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"We’ve tried to contact (Wagner) many, many, many times and he gets back to you

one out of 10 times," Gouldie told The Brandon Sun. "It’s just frustrating that we

went into it in good faith and haven’t been able to come out of it evened up."

Brandon Source for Sports provided uniforms and other equipment to the Whiskey

Jacks at a discounted rate. The relationship between the Wagners and Source for

Sports was friendly and relaxed at �rst, but grew tenser as each payment was due.

Prairie Coach Tours, another Brandon-area business, provided bus transportation

for the Whiskey Jacks and are still owed $20,000, according to the report. The claim

added irony to a statement by a Tommyknockers player on Thursday who wished to

remain anonymous.

Dane Wagner, the general manager for Butte's Expedition League baseball team, has been �red in wake of a player treatment

scandal. 

Meagan Thompson, The Monatana Standard
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“It was frustrating because he (Wagner) tried to put all the blame for this on the

players,” he said. “What really got us was when he said ‘you’re lucky we’re paying

for buses’. Like, are we not supposed to play road games?”

While there have been no monetary discrepancies reported between the

Tommyknockers organization and Butte-area sponsors, the incident in Brandon

may not be unique. After learning of the fallout in Butte, a former head coach of

another team owned by the Wagners took his concerns to Facebook on Wednesday.

Jacob Jarreau coached the Hub City Hot Shots (South Dakota) in 2019. His lengthy

Facebook post claimed he and many others were owed money and sympathized

with Tommyknockers players, coaches and interns.

“There is thousands of dollars in unpaid wages to not only myself but dozens of

stadium workers,” Jarreau’s post read. “Myself, my assistant and interns went over

six weeks without receiving paychecks. My players were underfed and had similar

host family issues.”

Tommyknockers players were promised a host family and food beginning on the

day they arrived in Butte. But as reported by 406mtsports.com in detail, many were

forced to stay in hotels or in inadequate conditions with little food.

The struggles felt by the Tommyknockers was not universal across the Expedition

League, though. Tommyknockers player and Missoula native Drew Leonard

explained a conversation he had with a Badlands Big Sticks host family.

"A Big Sticks host family didn't know our last game was canceled and showed up to

the stadium," Leonard said. "We compared situations and she said 'our ownership

would never let any of that �y'."

Similar to the claims of Jarreau, empty promises and hard times were also endured

by Tommyknockers interns. Connor Padwe, a recent Louisiana State University

graduate, was hired by the Tommyknockers as a fan engagement intern, but

noticed problems with the organization before his �rst day of work.

“I had a 90-second interview with Dane (Wagner) and I guess that should have

been a red �ag,” Padwe said. “I didn’t hear from him again until a week before the

season and when I got here, that’s when I realized the lack of communication was a

https://406mtsports.com/baseball/expedition-league/rift-between-mining-city-tommyknockers-players-front-office-halts-season-with-six-games-to-play/article_ec34c1bf-e725-5211-bf8a-67ed1a6e2625.html
https://406mtsports.com/406mtsports/analysis-mining-city-tommyknockers-gm-and-co-owner-dane-wagner-s-credibility-a-concern/article_e3f19acb-2b4f-53a0-8212-17b0d0822e7e.html
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problem.”

Padwe arrived in Butte at 10 a.m. as

scheduled and was prepared to meet

his host family. But his calls to Dane

Wagner went unanswered until 8 p.m.

that night, when he found out his

housing would be at the home of co-

owner Dave She�eld. Padwe gave an

estimate of 30 guests living in

She�eld’s home.

As he began work, Padwe said his role

soon shifted to "doing everything"

because the Tommyknockers failed to

hire a game day sta� beyond one

other worker. But the organization

itself was not as advertised either, he

said

“Dane’s a really good salesmen

because he can convince people really

well,” Padwe said. “He promoted it as

Minor League Baseball and promised

thousands of fans and these party

decks, none of it happened. Empty

promises was kind of the theme of the summer.”

Confusion upon roles has also been an issue regarding Dane Wagner outside of

baseball. Wagner claimed to have 105 international best-selling books, a Pulitzer

Prize nomination and a Nobel Peace Prize nomination on his Amazon page. None of

these claims were true.

"He lives in Montana and is quoted as always saying 'people are the number one

priority'," read Wagner's Amazon bio. Yet multiple Tommyknockers players quoted

him much di�erently.

Former Expedition League coach Jacob Jarreau's Facebook

post on league organization.

Screenshot submitted by Drew Leonard, Jacob Jarreau/Facebook
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His Amazon page lists multiple books

he wrote that focus on Christianity

but only one is available for purchase

(for $474.99). He also claimed that he

worked with famous evangelist Billy

Graham and other high-pro�le

religious outlets, but the only

religious media or mention of “Dr.

Wagner” are a few YouTube sermons

with less than 100 views.

Photos and additional information on

Wagner’s Amazon account were

deleted sometime between Tuesday

and Thursday. Wagner also deleted

his LinkedIn and Twitter accounts

this week.

A screenshot of Dane Wagner's Amazon account bio. His

pro�le photo was removed between Tuesday and Thursday of

this week.

Screenshot captured by Blake Fussell, 406mtsports.com, Amazon

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCt1X5W0cDxplJj-yZ5jRpGA
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Wagner did not immediately respond to phone calls, email or in-person contact

e�orts by 406mtsports.com. His father, Steve Wagner, the Expedition League

president, also hasn't returned calls.

Brandon Cowan, whose role changed from an assistant to head coach of the

Tommyknockers mid-season, echoed the concerns of several Tommyknockers

players regarding Wagner's empty promises. However, he spoke optimistically

about the future of baseball in Butte.

"I think the town of Butte is an amazing place, people were here supporting us the

whole time," Cowan said. "We can't thank the fans and host families enough for

how they treated us. With Dane not there, this has a chance to succeed."

Steve Wagner is expected to appear in front of the Council of Commissioners on

Aug. 25. 

MORE INFORMATION

A photo of Dane Wagner previously used as his pro�le picture on his Amazon page. His Amazon page includes books about

Christianity.

Photo captured on Amazon.com/Dane Wagner

http://406mtsports.com/
https://406mtsports.com/406mtsports/mining-city-tommyknockers-have-a-lot-of-fence-mending-to-do-butte-silver-bow-chief/article_a588c0a5-6e10-597f-9a42-87d9a4eb079b.html
https://406mtsports.com/baseball/expedition-league/mining-city-tommyknockers-gm-dane-wagner-fired-after-player-treatment-scandal/article_dd0b3ee7-8e6e-5a90-b99d-917acc0e8de6.html
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Butte o�cials: Damage in baseball league debut might be irreparable
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Dane Wagner �red as GM
of Tommyknockers

Dane Wagner is no longer calling the shots for the Mining City Tommyknockers.

Wagner was fired as general manager of the Butte Expedition League baseball team Friday,
manager Brandon Cowan said. He said co-owner Dave Sheffield broke the news to him.

The firing comes one day after Butte-Silver Bow Chief Executive J.P. Gallagher told Butte Sports
that a return of the Tommyknockers to Butte in 2022 was not possible with Wagner was part of
the equation.

Sheffield, Dane Wagner and Steve Wagner are listed co-owners of the Tommyknockers in the
team’s program. Steve Wagner is also the founder and president of the wooden-bat summer
college baseball team.

It is unclear how or if the move affects Dane Wagner’s status as a team owner.
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“He did not tell me that,” Cowan said of his conversation with Sheffield. “He just wanted to tell me
know that Dane has been let go, and we’ll move on with something better next year.”

Gallagher said he demanded Steve Wagner appear before the Butte-Silver Bow Council of
Commissioners during their Aug. 25 meeting. The chief executive said Wagner agreed to appear.

In the midst of a playoff push, the Tommyknockers canceled the team’s final six games Sunday
after a meeting with the team. Players, fed up with what they said were lies and broken promise
to the team and the team’s intern’s, demanded that the fans be admitted for free to the final four
home games.

The players were also planning to play with the Expedition League logo on their hats and jerseys
covered with tape.

Players say Dane Wagner agreed the demands. Less than an hour later, however, the
Tommyknockers called off the season.

Steve Wagner did not return messages Thursday or Friday. Dane Wagner did not return
messages on Thursday.

Cowan managed the team the final month of the season. After manager Tom Carty left the team
for work and personal reasons. Cowan said he would like to be back next year.
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By: Luke Shelton

Posted at 4:40 PM, Aug 11, 2021 and last updated 5:52 PM, Aug 11, 2021

BUTTE — On October 28, 2020, Dane Wagner formerly introduced Butte to its

Expedition League team.

"We're looking to get people excited about the Mining City Tommyknockers,"

the now former general manager and co-owner of the team said at the time.

"Basically create some buzz and get people excited about this baseball club."

Wagner, who ultimately proved to be more skilled at delivering a slick sales

pitch than running a baseball team, was relieved of his duties last week in the

aftermath of a season-ending dispute between players and management.

Within the span of a week, the years-long effort it took to bring an Expedition

League squad to Butte evaporated.
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At the center of that controversy was Wagner, who arrived in Butte offering the

community a vision of a college level wood-bat baseball team that would serve

as a worthy successor to the Copper Kings.

When he departs Butte, assuming he's still in town, he'll leave behind a trail of

broken promises and unpaid bills.

ADVERTISEMENT

Multiple attempts by MTN Sports to contact Wagner by phone, email and in

person have gone unanswered. His office on Park Street still has

Tommyknockers posters in the windows but, aside from that, appears to be

nearly empty.

"The whole situation was a lot of broken promises," said J.P. Gallagher, Butte-

Silver Bow Chief Executive.

Gallagher, who had championed for the Expedition League to come to Butte

when he was still the Director of Parks and Recreation, said that there were a

lot of "unanswered questions"as he looked back on the Tommyknockers

inaugural season.
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"There were some red flags right off the bat," Gallagher said. "Some half truths

and I would say even flat out lies, but I didn't know to what extent. It's a

disappointment and I take it personally."

One thing that caught Gallagher's attention was a track record of

Tommyknockers vendors who weren't being paid on time, something especially

troubling from a business in its first year.

The future of the Tommyknockers is now in question and Gallagher said he

couldn't give a definite "yes" or "no" on whether they'll be welcome to play in

Butte next summer.

ADVERTISEMENT

One point of contention is that Wagner's father, Steve, is the president and

founder of the Expedition League as well as a co-owner of the Tommyknockers.

Steve is scheduled to appear before the Butte Council of Commissioners later

this month.

"I don't think we got what we were promised," Gallagher said. "It doesn't all fall

back on Dane, it falls back on the Expedition League, and on Steve as well. He's

got some explaining to do and we'll see where it goes from there."

"I'm not saying 100 percent that they're not coming back, but I think it'll be a

challenge for them to come back and regain the trust of the community," he
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added.

Gallagher is still hopeful that, even if the Tommyknockers don't return, a

different high-level league may someday call 3 Legends Stadium home.

"I think the ability to have a baseball team in Butte is still there," Gallagher

said. "The fans liked it and the fan experience was pretty good."  

Copyright 2021 Scripps Media, Inc. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten, or redistributed.
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Butte o�cials: Damage in baseball league debut might be
irreparable
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Mike Smith

Dane Wagner, left, and Steve Wagner are pictured here in October 2020 while revealing the logo and mascot for
the Mining City Tommyknockers. Now a second season for the Expedition League team and its future in Butte is in
doubt.
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UTTE — The Expedition League has some very high hurdles to clear if it wants to

keep a baseball team in Butte, and two top county officials say the sudden,

dismal end to its debut season here might have exposed problems too serious

to fix.

“Judging by the small time we had with the administration of this group, I don’t

believe that it can be repaired,” Cindi Shaw, chairwoman of the 12-member Council of

Commissioners, said Monday.

“I would be anxious to find out how it can be repaired,” she said. “When you lose

trust in something right from the get-go, it’s really hard to bring it back to life.”

Expedition League founder and president Steve Wagner was scheduled to appear

before commissioners Wednesday night to address the season-ending meltdown and

answer questions in hopes of salvaging the Mining City Tommyknockers in Butte.

Wagner brought the college-level league to Butte and was a team co-owner here,

while his son, Dane Wagner, was general manager. Dane Wagner took most of the

heat for problems that became public when the team abruptly canceled its last six

games on Aug. 1.

Mining City History: Melrose had raucous beginnings

Brothers shot and killed in Three Forks identified; suspect charged

Police blotter: Man with machete; aggravated DUI; asleep in stolen vehicle;
tires slashed

Executive Director of The Springs at Butte named

The team announced the cancellation via Twitter without explanation, but players

provided several. They said there weren’t enough host families to house them this

summer, food was inadequate and they had no medical personnel, among other
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things.

County Chief Executive J.P. Gallagher said initially that Dane Wagner had to go if the

team wanted to stay in Butte. The team has a five-year lease to play in county-owned

3 Legends Stadium, but Gallagher believes there is ample ground to cancel it.

Gallagher says he met with Steve Wagner on Thursday and extended the demands.

“I let him know that I didn’t see that the Expedition League could stay here under the

(team) ownership of any Wagner — himself, his son, his family — at all,” Gallagher

told The Montana Standard on Monday.

“The trust of the community is totally lost,” he said. “His reputation and his son’s

reputation are not repairable. So he’s going to have to answer those questions

(Wednesday night) because the only way this is going to be successful is if they bring

in ownership that has some experience owning this type of team.”

The Montana Standard left a voice mail with Steve Wagner on Monday seeking

comments on Gallagher’s demands and what he planned to tell the council this week.

Gallagher said as of Thursday, Steve Wagner wanted to try to keep the team in Butte.

When the season was canceled, Gallagher said the team had failed to pay June, July

and August lease payments. They have since been paid, he said, but they still needed

experienced, new owners without any relation to the Wagner family.

Team officials and/or sponsor businesses in at least two other Expedition League

cities have reported sour business dealings and other problems with the Wagners,

and Dane Wagner has made claims about being a best-selling author that are false.

Gallagher said in Butte, he didn’t think the Wagners could personally “right the ship”

with sponsors.
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“I don’t think they could get the local sponsorships that they would need in the next

year,” Gallagher said. “Whatever they enter into, next year would be a trial period and

they would probably be operating at a loss.”

Gallagher said Steve Wagner, like Dane Wagner, deserved blame for the problems in

Butte.

“I had a frank conversation with him (Steve Wagner) and told him that even though it

was Dane who was here, everything that happened was a reflection on him,”

Gallagher said. “He was the one who put him (Dane Wagner) here.

“He put a guy who had no ability to run a baseball program as general manager and

put him in a position that he couldn’t be successful,” he said.

Gallagher said he also told Steve Wagner that it was “totally classless” to end the

season with a tweet instead of first meeting with players again to answer their

concerns.

“That’s totally unacceptable,” Gallagher said.

Steve Wagner’s written request to speak to commissioners says only that he wants to

give a presentation on the Tommyknockers’ 2021 season.

Shaw noted that county officials welcomed the team to Butte even though they didn’t

know what to expect. What they got, she said, was not good.

“I feel that due to the circumstances that have been revealed to us during the season

and when they abruptly left, there is a lack of trust with the county,” Shaw said,

saying she was only speaking as one commissioner. “I just feel there is a huge

disconnect with the county.”
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Government and Politics Reporter
Mike Smith is a reporter at the Montana Standard with an emphasis on government and politics.
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Tommyknockers' Wagner proposes plan, met with skepticism by
county commissioners

BLAKE FUSSELL The Montana Standard Blake.Fussell@406mtsports.com

Aug 26, 2021

BUTTE — Tommyknockers co-owner Steve Wagner appeared in front of the Butte-Silver

Bow Council of Commissioners Wednesday evening and presented a plan to bring the

team back next season.

Some commissioners voiced distrust toward Wagner, and though it wasn’t clear where

the team stood with the county legally or otherwise, the council did o�er to hear from him

again if he gave them a formal plan. But commissioners took no action and made no

promises.

Wagner presented what he called a "corrective action plan" that addressed player

housing, player meals, front o�ce personnel, a medical sta� and community

engagement, but most of the plan remains as a collection of ideas.

"We made some mistakes in our �rst year in Butte," Wagner said. "We have a corrective

action plan to �x those mistakes. With the e�ort we put in and with this corrective action

plan, we'll be a well-run organization going forward."

Wagner brought the college-level league to Butte and was a team co-owner here, while

his son, Dane Wagner, was general manager. Dane Wagner took most of the heat for

problems that became public when the team abruptly canceled its last six games on Aug. 1.

The team announced the cancellation via Twitter without explanation, but players

provided several. They said there weren’t enough host families to house them this

summer, food was inadequate and they had no medical personnel, among other things.
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Wagner �rst addressed the issues of player housing and meals. He said the issues were

common with �rst-year teams, and his proposed solution would involve hiring a housing

specialist and creating a further promise of meals.

He said that Norma She�eld, co-owner of the Tommyknockers with her husband Dave,

could possibly provide a meal for each homestand. Food could also be purchased by the

organization and given to host families to prepare.

Wagner did not address speci�c accusations regarding player housing or meals, but Dave

She�eld spoke optimistically about the changes within the corrective action plan.

"I was a host family for 15 kids. I had all the interns, some coaches and every now and

then a player," She�eld said. "I understand the di�culties in the �rst year. I think we'll

be in a much better position with some conditions the team experienced with proper

management in place."

Wagner proposed hiring "a gentlemen with Minor League experience" to

Tommyknockers management. Wagner said he anticipates the hire to take place this fall

and that talks have begun, but he did not provide his name.

He also proposed a new front o�ce sta� and ownership team as demanded by Butte-

Silver Bow Chief Executive J.P. Gallagher. Gallagher was not present for the meeting but

did provide a comment to The Montana Standard.

"Any association with the Wagner name in ownership I think will doom this and will lead

to the cancellation of the lease," Gallagher said. "The only thing that could possibly save

this is private ownership with someone who has experience with baseball."

Wagner voiced a desire to �nd private ownership for the Tommyknockers, saying his goal

“is not to own teams.” He also said he has been in talks with possible local owners and

was optimistic a suitor will be found.

Wagner said his son, Dane Wagner, was no longer involved with the team. Players blamed

Dane Wagner for many of the problems.
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Throughout the half-hour presentation, Steve Wagner praised the �nancial perks and

entertainment value of the Tommyknockers' presence in Butte. While his proposals

sounded positive, Commissioner Hattie Thatcher was the �rst to respond with skepticism.

"I get this really bad feeling that you're painting a picture that you will not make good

on," Thatcher said. "I only say that because I feel like that just happened. I feel like you're

blowing smoke."

"You stood up here and talked about economic this and economic that...but you have to

take care of the people making you that money," Commissioner John Riordan added.

Several commissioners and residents brought up the importance of the Butte American

Legion team and their disconnect with the Tommyknockers. But Wagner spoke di�erently

about the relationship in an interview with the Standard.

“We had a really good arrangement here (with American Legion)," Wagner said. "What

worked out wonderfully here is that the scheduling was great. I don't think we did

anything to hurt their program."

During the council meeting, Wagner also proposed a partnership with Montana Sports

Medicine, a division of St. James Healthcare. He said his plan is to have a certi�ed trainer

for the team, and obtaining one is a priority for next season.

He anticipated a trainer to be on sta� this fall but told the Standard he has not yet

contacted Montana Sports Medicine.

Community engagement was one of the �nal points Wagner made during his

presentation, and he brought up a reading program for Butte-area schools. The plan to

reward students with free tickets for achieving reading goals was the same plan outlined

before last season, which never took place.

"We want to roll it out in the fall, you need the full school year to do that," Wagner said.

"You get together with the educators and administrators and let them set the targets. We

can reach a really broad audience with this."
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After Wagner spoke and took heat from commissioners, it wasn’t clear what the county

would or could do — a question Commissioner Josh O’Neill summed up succinctly by

asking “what’s next?”

Although Gallagher has said he believes there is ample cause for canceling the �ve-year

lease with the club for use of 3 Legends Stadium, County Attorney Eileen Joyce said

Wednesday night she had not reviewed the lease.

She said she would review it to see if there is a speci�c breach of the agreement. The club

recently made payments for the past three months of the season, but there are four more

years on the lease.

Council Chairwoman Cindi Shaw said Gallagher and the executive branch of local

government were working on aspects of the “what’s next” question, but Wednesday

night’s discussion was only that — a discussion. There was no action before the council.

Shaw did suggest that Wagner put his corrective plan in a formal communication before

council so it and any further proceedings were public, and be prepared to discuss it with

commissioners at some point.

But Shaw said it would be hard for the club to win back trust.

Commissioner Jim Fisher took it further.

“You gave our community a black eye, our chief executive a black eye," Fisher said. "You

sold us a product we believed in and it failed. I never once heard you apologize for what

you've done to the players or our community and that saddens me."

Wagner acknowledged the criticism and skepticism was warranted. In an interview with

the Standard after the meeting, Wagner said he agreed he must show action, not just

words.

While the future of the Tommyknockers has not been determined, the appetite and will to

support baseball by Butte citizens was apparent in the meeting. Several people said the

games were entertaining and the play on the �eld was superb.
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Maria Pochervina, director of the Butte Tourism Business Improvement District and

Butte’s Convention and Visitor’s Bureau, wrote the council a letter describing the

enjoyable experiences she had this summer.

"Each game o�ered us great baseball, the chance to meet new people and visit with old

friends and of course, cold beer," she said in the letter. "We enjoyed the ability to watch

young men play a sport they were passionate about."

"From a professional perspective ... baseball o�ers a great source of entertainment for our

visitors," she wrote. " I do not know the direction the current team and Butte-Silver Bow

will take moving forward ... I hope Butte will be able to continue to showcase live baseball,

adding to the lifestyles of our residents and visitors."

MORE INFORMATION

'Empty promises': Allegations of dishonesty nothing new with Tommyknockers GM Dane Wagner

Mining City Tommyknockers GM Dane Wagner �red after player treatment scandal

Mining City Tommyknockers have 'a lot of fence-mending to do,' Butte-Silver Bow chief executive says

Analysis: Mining City Tommyknockers GM and co-owner Dane Wagner’s credibility a concern

Butte o�cials: Damage in baseball league debut might be irreparable

https://406mtsports.com/baseball/expedition-league/empty-promises-allegations-of-dishonesty-nothing-new-with-tommyknockers-gm-dane-wagner/article_15800216-cbcc-524b-b859-16f5fd9868a2.html
https://406mtsports.com/baseball/expedition-league/mining-city-tommyknockers-gm-dane-wagner-fired-after-player-treatment-scandal/article_dd0b3ee7-8e6e-5a90-b99d-917acc0e8de6.html
https://406mtsports.com/406mtsports/mining-city-tommyknockers-have-a-lot-of-fence-mending-to-do-butte-silver-bow-chief/article_a588c0a5-6e10-597f-9a42-87d9a4eb079b.html
https://406mtsports.com/406mtsports/analysis-mining-city-tommyknockers-gm-and-co-owner-dane-wagner-s-credibility-a-concern/article_e3f19acb-2b4f-53a0-8212-17b0d0822e7e.html
https://406mtsports.com/baseball/expedition-league/butte-officials-damage-in-baseball-league-debut-might-be-irreparable/article_d8a42070-037e-5623-9835-1d48a092ff6d.html
https://406mtsports.com/baseball/expedition-league/butte-officials-damage-in-baseball-league-debut-might-be-irreparable/article_d8a42070-037e-5623-9835-1d48a092ff6d.html


1/20/22, 12:28 PM Tommyknockers' Wagner proposes plan, met with skepticism by county commissioners | Expedition-league | 406mtsports.com

https://406mtsports.com/baseball/expedition-league/tommyknockers-wagner-proposes-plan-met-with-skepticism-by-county-commissioners/article_b02… 6/6

Rift between Mining City Tommyknockers players, front o�ce halts season with six games to play

City of Helena no longer considering addition of Expedition League baseball team

Gallagher on Tommyknockers: 'I can't endorse these guys coming back to Butte'

Future of Expedition League uncertain as seven teams leave to form Independence League
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City of Helena no longer considering addition of Expedition League
baseball team

Daniel Shepard Independent Record daniel.shepard@406mtsports.com

Sep 2, 2021

The city of Helena is no longer considering the addition of an Expedition League baseball team that would have

shared Kindrick Legion Field with the city's American Legion baseball program, according to Parks and Recreation

Director Kristi Ponozzo. 

BMGPhotos.com

HELENA — For the foreseeable future, the prospect of the Expedition League expanding

into the Capital City is dead. A collegiate baseball summer league, it came under �re

earlier this year when the Butte Tommyknockers, in their inaugural season, cancelled

their �nal handful of scheduled games after players voiced complaints about team

management.
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The city of Helena, which had previously been considering the addition of an Expedition

League team to play at Kindrick Legion Field, recently decided against continuing talks

with the league about a shared use agreement with the city’s American Legion baseball

program.

“After we had some conversations with the Butte-Silver Bow parks department and their

city executives, we decided that it wasn’t quite the right �t or the right time to have the

Expedition League in Helena,” City Parks and Recreation Director Kristi Ponozzo said.

“There were quite a few challenges that the Expedition League had in Butte and we just

didn’t feel like it was prudent for us to have them here at this time.”

Earlier this year, city o�cials and those associated with Helena’s legion program held

numerous discussions with the Expedition League about sharing Kindrick Legion Field.

There were, however, too many scheduling con�icts and concerns about over-using the

natural grass surface.

The parties could not come to an agreement for this year, resulting in a one-year use

agreement granted to the legion program, with the expectation that talks would continue

with the Expedition League about a 2022 contract. After the developments in Butte,

however, those talks have stopped.

“Part of our Request for Proposals process that we go through when we look at bringing

someone else into sharing the space, we look at past use and what they’ve done before,”

Ponozzo said. “We do reference checks, we talk to other people where they’ve had teams

before, for example. Gathering some of the information that we did, we just didn’t feel

like it was the right �t for the city of Helena.”

A message left with Steve Wagner on Thursday afternoon was returned on Friday around

noon. Wagner is the founder and president of the Expedition League.

“We’re addressing some issues we had in Butte,” Wagner said. “We’ve got a really, really

good corrective action plan that we’ve implemented over there that we’re starting work

on. We’re working very, very diligently and very hard over there. We want to get that

taken care of. [Ponozzo] and I kind of mutually agreed that we would kind of shelve this

for a year...
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“Like I said, we’ve got a really strong corrective action plan that we’re embarking on in

Butte. I’m extremely con�dent that we’re going to have a very bright future in Butte

moving forward. Also excited about Helena down the road a little bit as, hopefully, we can

bring an Expedition League team sometime in the future to Helena...We’re still very

dedicated to doing that at some point in the future.”

As far as the future of baseball in Helena, Ponozzo said the city is continuing its

conversations with the legion program regarding a use agreement. Legion’s current lease

to use the facility expires toward the end of this year. Ponozzo said the two parties have

not yet signed an extension or entered into a new agreement.

“We’d really like to continue to use Kindrick Legion Field to have as much there as we

can,” Ponozzo said. “It’s somewhat under-utilized right now. Legion is great. They use

the �eld and they use it well, but there are many months out of the year that it’s not being

used. We’d really like to explore more use of that �eld outside of the time that baseball is

there.”

In June, the city commission approved $95,000 for bleacher replacement at Kindrick

Legion Field and $125,000 for the installation of �eld turf. That allotment for turf was half

of the originally proposed $250,000 that it would take to upgrade the in�eld to the

synthetic material.

With the future of the turf project potentially tied to a second baseball program moving

into Kindrick, that project remains in limbo. Adding turf would cut down on �eld

maintenance and watering costs, among other things, according to Ponozzo.

“We can’t turf it for $125,000, but we’d de�nitely like to keep that as a potential option if

we do want more use of the �eld,” Ponozzo said.

The bleacher replacement project is expected to be completed sometime before the 2022

�scal year comes to an end on July 1, 2022.

Email Daniel Shepard at daniel.shepard@406mtsports.com or �nd him on Twitter @IR_DanielS.
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Can Legion, Expedition League coexist at Helena's Kindrick Field? Depends on who's asked

Tommyknockers' Wagner proposes plan, met with skepticism by county commissioners

Mining City Tommyknockers have 'a lot of fence-mending to do,' Butte-Silver Bow chief executive says

Rift between Mining City Tommyknockers players, front o�ce halts season with six games to play

Money for Kindrick Legion Field upgrades approved by Helena City Commission in �nal budget

Gallagher on Tommyknockers: 'I can't endorse these guys coming back to Butte'

Helena City Commission approves money for upgrades to Kindrick Legion Field in 2022 preliminary budget
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Gallagher down on Tommyknockers, opposes exclusive lease with
Legion baseball

MIKE SMITH
Sep 3, 2021

utte-Silver Bow’s top official still has serious reservations about a return of

Expedition League baseball next year, saying he wants to see proof that

promises of “corrective actions” are more than just promises.

But Chief Executive J.P. Gallagher is also opposed to giving Butte’s American Legion

baseball program an exclusive lease on 3 Legends Stadium, which he says they

requested in a recent letter to Butte-Silver Bow commissioners.

“I want to make sure the American Legion program is taken care of, don’t get me

wrong, and we want to make sure they have the ability to play there and utilize the

facility to its full capabilities,” Gallagher told The Montana Standard on Thursday.

“Their request is to have an exclusive lease up there and I would not be in favor of

doing that,” he said. “I think it’s a public facility and we want to make sure the public

gets to use it, that it’s not exclusive to anybody.”

Samm Cox, chairman of the parental board for Butte’s Legion program, says it would

work with the county to maintain the facility and is willing to fund improvements, but

wants at least a majority control long-term lease to make such commitments.

Two men found dead in Three Forks early Saturday; homicide investigation
underway

Joe and Therese McClafferty departing for new jobs in Kalispell
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Cowboy recalls career working at Matador Cattle Co., which was recently
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The Legion program would promise to work with a Pioneer League team “or the like”

if that became an option, but it says it was burned too many times by the Expedition

League and its Butte Tommyknockers to give them another chance.

The statements and developments show that fallout from the Tommyknockers’ late-

season meltdown and the numerous problems it exposed is far from over.

Steve Wagner brought the college-level league to Butte and was a team co-owner

here, while his son, Dane Wagner, was general manager. Dane Wagner took most of

the heat for problems that became public when the team abruptly canceled its last six

games on Aug. 1.

The team announced the cancellation via Twitter without explanation, but players

provided several. They said there weren’t enough host families to house them this

summer, food was inadequate and they had no medical personnel, among other

things.

Dane Wagner was subsequently fired, and Steve Wagner appeared before

commissioners on Aug. 25 and said there were numerous “corrective action plans” in

the works for next season. Among other things, new owners and managers with

baseball experience were being sought.

The club has four years left on a five-year lease for using 3 Legends Stadium, and

under that, it is supposed to work with the Legion on scheduling, advertising and

other matters. Gallagher believes the lease can be severed given events this summer,

though that is still being reviewed.
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He told commissioners Wednesday night that despite Wagner’s pledges, he was “very

apprehensive” about giving them another chance but as part of his own review, was

speaking with other Expedition League teams in other cities about their experiences.

He also said he was also opposed to giving the American Legion program and its

teams, the Miners and the Muckers, an exclusive lease for the stadium.

The $2.3 million stadium was funded in part by a $1 million donation from the

Dennis & Phyllis Washington Foundation and MR, and even though American Legion

baseball and its mostly high-school aged players were a big beneficiary, there were

hopes of also attracting a higher-level ball club.

Gallagher expanded on his comments Thursday with the Standard, saying he had

already found no follow-through on one of Wagner’s pledges.

“Whether he intended to do it or not, he makes mention of something he hasn’t

followed through with,” Gallagher said. “I told him, ‘Until there is something in your

plan that is credible, we’re not going to take any of this seriously.’”

Several commissioners and Legion officials say credibility is seriously lacking.

Wagner told commissioners that “we had a really good arrangement here” with the

American Legion.

"What worked out wonderfully here is that the scheduling was great,” Wagner said. “I

don't think we did anything to hurt their program."

Legion officials say that characterization is false.

In a six-page letter to commissioners, Cox detailed numerous problems the Legion

says it had in sharing the stadium with the Tommyknockers. They included conflicts

over outfield advertising, play scheduling, field maintenance and other issues.
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The Legion was able to adjust to the Tommyknockers’ schedule of six games at home,

six away, but had to purchase another bus so the Muckers and Miners could travel

away at the same time. And when the Tommyknockers were home, Legion teams

couldn’t use 3 Legends to practice, Cox said.

There were numerous other problems, including plans the Tommyknockers

announced right before the season began to build party deck and hot tub just beyond

the left field fence.

“When we questioned the legitimacy and the appropriateness of such an endeavor, we

were told by one of the underlings that they are building it and there was not an

(expletive) thing we could do about it,” Cox wrote in the letter.

Commissioners soundly rejected the hot tub plan, which Cox noted.

The letter said Legion officials were “as curious and excited as everyone else” about

the Expedition League coming to Butte, and they tried to help and support the

Tommyknockers, but in the end, all they got was frustration and “empty promises.”

The Legion put more than $50,000 of its money into the 3 Legends construction

project and now wants to construct bathrooms, locker rooms, a permanent

concession stand and fund other major improvements.

Among other things, a long-term lease would allow the program to seek government

grants, bank financing and sponsorships to fund such improvements, and would

ensure “we have the benefit of our capital improvements,” the letter said.

The Legion would not put money into improvements if it had to share the facility with

an Expedition League team, Cox said in the letter.

On Friday, after consulting with Legion coach and president Jeff LeProwse, sharing

anything seemed out of the question.

The program has no intention of working with the Expedition League “from this point

on and we have provided them notice of that,” Cox told the Standard.
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“We had a one-year contract for fence advertisement and have no intention of

entering another agreement as our reputation is too precious and we don’t want it

tarnished any further,” he said.

Gallagher said the request was for an exclusive lease and he opposed that.

“It’s a public facility and we want to make sure it doesn’t become exclusive to

anybody up there,” Gallagher said. “It was built to have multiple events and different

things up there.

“We could enter into a lease, much like we did with the Tommyknockers, to make

sure they have the ability to play and do all those things and make improvements and

work together with the county … but not an exclusive lease,” he said.

Cox said Legion officials would meet with Gallagher in hopes of working something

out.
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J.P. Gallagher on Mining City Tommyknockers: 'I can't endorse
these guys coming back to Butte'

Mike Smith
Oct 11, 2021

Mike Smith

t’s looking likely that Expedition League baseball in Butte is one-and-done.

Zach Camp delivers a pitch for the Tommyknockers during a June game in Butte. County Chief Executive J.P.
Gallagher says he's against the team and Expedition League ever returning to the Mining City.
Meagan Thompson, The Montana Standard
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Following a late-season meltdown by the Tommyknockers in Butte and numerous

problems it exposed publicly in their inaugural summer, Butte-Silver Bow’s top

official wants to sever a lease allowing the team to use 3 Legends Stadium.

The county’s Parks and Recreation Board endorsed the recommendation by Chief

Executive J.P. Gallagher on Monday, and if the county attorney gives a nod to the

move, he will advise the Council of Commissioners on where he stands.

Gallagher said the “nail in the coffin” for him came several weeks ago when

organizers of Little Guy Football called to say the Tommyknockers had left the

interior of the concession stand at the Copper Mountain Sports Complex in shambles.

“We were entertaining that it was possible for this (team and organization) to come

back and be successful, and you know, repair the damages, but they eventually

packed up and left,” Gallagher told The Montana Standard on Monday.

Police blotter: Man with machete; aggravated DUI; asleep in stolen vehicle;
tires slashed

Brothers shot and killed in Three Forks identified; suspect charged

Two men found dead in Three Forks early Saturday; homicide investigation
underway

State doubles pay for contract to manage health facilities

“When I went up to the concession stand at Copper Mountain, they left rotting food,

they left beer out, they left all kind of things just there, and I said, ‘There is no way I

can support these owners and this league anymore. I can’t endorse them ever coming

back to Butte again.’”

Steve Wagner, who brought the private, college-level baseball league to Butte, said it

was his understanding the concession stand was left in good order. There are others

who have access to it, he said.

People are also reading…

https://mtstandard.com/news/local/police-blotter-man-with-machete-aggravated-dui-asleep-in-stolen-vehicle-tires-slashed/article_fcd0d1e0-6108-5106-b87c-faeee6516b21.html#tracking-source=in-article-popular
https://mtstandard.com/news/local/brothers-shot-and-killed-in-three-forks-identified-suspect-charged/article_4b296844-a920-50f2-b545-9242036b4619.html#tracking-source=in-article-popular
https://mtstandard.com/news/state-and-regional/two-men-found-dead-in-three-forks-early-saturday-homicide-investigation-underway/article_e5e5790a-e761-5273-a372-40f904efab8b.html#tracking-source=in-article-popular
https://mtstandard.com/news/state-and-regional/govt-and-politics/state-doubles-pay-for-contract-to-manage-health-facilities/article_b67f1193-3f90-5f41-8267-5d512afe5036.html#tracking-source=in-article-popular


1/20/22, 12:45 PM J.P. Gallagher on Mining City Tommyknockers: 'I can't endorse these guys coming back to Butte' | Local | mtstandard.com

https://mtstandard.com/news/local/j-p-gallagher-on-mining-city-tommyknockers-i-cant-endorse-these-guys-coming-back-to/article_9a69935d-02dc-5e4… 3/5

“We don’t leave stuff out. That’s just not how we do it,” Wagner, who is president of

the league, told the Standard on Monday.

As to the bigger picture — Gallagher’s opposition to the league and team getting a

second chance here — Wagner said he was “heartbroken over it and of course

saddened by it.”

They had put together a corrective-action plan immediately at the beginning of

August, he said, and could “take care of some of these potential issues and fix the

problems” if given the chance.

“I certainly wanted to be back and I certainly still want to be back,” he said.

Wagner was a co-owner of the Tommyknockers while his son, Dane Wagner, was

general manager. Dane Wagner took most of the heat for problems that became

public when the team abruptly canceled its last six games on Aug. 1.

The team announced the cancellation via Twitter without explanation, but players

provided several. They said there weren’t enough host families to house them this

summer, food was inadequate and they had no medical personnel, among other

things.

Dane Wagner was subsequently fired, and Steve Wagner appeared before

commissioners on Aug. 25 and said there were numerous “corrective action plans” in

the works for next season. Among other things, new owners and managers with

baseball experience were being sought.

The club has four years left on a five-year lease for using 3 Legends Stadium, but

Gallagher believes the lease can be severed given events this summer.

He said he is double-checking the legalities of that with County Attorney Eileen

Joyce, and if she OKs the move from that standpoint, he will take it to council for

input. The Parks Board endorsed it on a 3-0 vote Monday and several commissioners

have criticized the team and questioned Wagner’s credibility.
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Gallagher has done that too, saying there had been no early follow-through on

corrective actions. There were other locales unhappy with the league, he said, and

suggested it was “in a tailspin.”

“We can leave the lease (intact) and hold them accountable for continuing, but I don’t

want any ties to these guys,” Gallagher said. “I just want to cut ties and they can go

their way and he can try to save whatever he’s doing in other places, but I can’t

endorse these guys coming back to Butte.”

There were 12 teams in the league this year, the others in North Dakota, South

Dakota, Idaho, Wyoming, Nebraska and one in Canada.

Wagner said he and others had “built up a wonderful league,” provided a nice game-

day experience for fans and came to Butte with every intention of being here for a

long time.

“Obviously we invested a tremendous amount of energy, emotions, time and money

into bringing a new team to Butte,” Wagner said. “I think the baseball was

outstanding, the talent was really, really good if you had a chance to watch it. I think

the team was loved in the community.”

Several residents expressed similar takes on the talent and game-day experience to

commissioners, and Gallagher said Butte had shown it could support such a team.

“It was the mismanagement of the league and the team management that caused the

failure,” he said.

Gallagher had supported the team coming to Butte when he was parks director,

before he became chief executive in January. He said he thought he had done a good

job vetting the league but promised to “vet harder” if another chance comes along.

“We’ll make sure that it’s something that can be successful and make it work, but I

worry that it has left such a bad taste in the mouths of a lot of commissioners and

baseball enthusiasts, we may never see an opportunity again,” he said.
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Wagner said he had tried to focus on solutions after the season and said news of

Gallagher’s decision was disappointing. He sent a text to the Standard later Monday

afternoon with additional thoughts.

“I don’t think a city/county should be able to terminate a lease due to a private

company’s internal operating issues, especially since we’ve embarked on a corrective

action plan,” he said in the text. “I also don’t think that a city/county should be

involved in determining the ownership group or ownership structure of a business.”

By Mike Smith
Government and Politics Reporter
Mike Smith is a reporter at the Montana Standard with an emphasis on government and politics.
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Expedition League’s future in �ux after mass exodus
By Scott Millard scott.millard@capjournal.com
Nov 1, 2021

On Friday, seven Expedition League teams broke rank with the league to form the
Independence Baseball League in an announcement made on social media, leaving the future
of the Expedition League in doubt.

The Pierre Trappers line up during the National Anthem before a game against the Spear�sh Sasquatch. 
Scott Millard/Capital Journal
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scottm
Scott Millard has been the sports reporter for the Capital Journal since 2017. He was previously an intern with the
Capital Journal during the summer of 2016.

Teams that are in the Independence Baseball League include the Badlands Big Sticks, Canyon
County Spuds, Casper Horseheads, Fremont Moo, Hastings Sodbusters, Spear�sh Sasquatch
and Western Nebraska Pioneers. The remaining teams in the Expedition League are the Souris
Valley Sabre Dogs, Grand Forks Whiskey Jacks, Pierre Trappers and Sioux Falls Sun�sh, all of
whom are owned by league owner Steve Wagner.

Wagner owned the Mining City Tommyknockers, who had Wagner’s son Dane Wagner as their
GM. Dane Wagner was �red for a player treatment scandal after the Tommyknockers ended
their season with six games remaining. The Independence League features four of the top �ve
teams in attendance, with the fourth team being the aforementioned Tommyknockers.

Canyon County Spuds owner Jeff Dobish told the Montana Standard that the move to create
the Independence League was in direct response to how the Wagners treated the players and
people of Butte, and wanting to distance his and other other organizations from the “toxic
reputation” of the Wagners. Dane Wagner was arrested in October after entering a mental
health clinic in Butte without permission and taking a space heater. According to the police
report, Wagner arrived in Butte from out of town on Oct. 12, and was waiting for a key to the
Tommyknockers o�ce. He was found in a vacant o�ce and using the space heater taken
from the clinic. Wagner was charged with a felony complaint of burglary.

What the forming of the Independence League means for the Trappers is unclear. In August,
general manager Kelcy Nash resigned after one season. No new general manager has been
announced, and no players have been signed.

The Independence League season in 2022 will run May 24 through July 30, followed by a week
of playoffs to crown the inaugural champions. For more information, go to
independenceleague.com.

Scott Millard | 605-295-8429

https://www.capjournal.com/users/profile/scottm
http://independenceleague.com/


1/20/22, 12:41 PM Arrest warrant issued for Dane Wagner; Gallagher trying to cancel Tommyknockers lease | Local | mtstandard.com

https://mtstandard.com/news/local/arrest-warrant-issued-for-dane-wagner-gallagher-trying-to-cancel-tommyknockers-lease/article_324d098d-5a88-53… 1/5

A

https://mtstandard.com/news/local/arrest-warrant-issued-for-dane-wagner-gallagher-trying-to-cancel-
tommyknockers-lease/article_324d098d-5a88-53a6-9677-aeeb31bb7438.html

EDITOR'S PICK  ALERT

Arrest warrant issued for Dane Wagner; Gallagher trying to cancel
Tommyknockers lease

Mike Smith
Dec 2, 2021

Mike Smith

judge issued an arrest warrant Thursday for Dane Wagner, the former general

manager of the troubled Mining City Tommyknockers baseball club in Butte,

after he failed to show for his arraignment on a felony burglary charge.

Meanwhile, Butte-Silver Bow’s chief executive is moving to legally sever any

remaining ties to the Expedition League team by getting its five-year lease to 3

Legends Stadium in Butte canceled.

Dane Wagner

https://mtstandard.com/users/profile/Mike%20Smith
https://mtstandard.com/users/profile/Mike%20Smith


1/20/22, 12:41 PM Arrest warrant issued for Dane Wagner; Gallagher trying to cancel Tommyknockers lease | Local | mtstandard.com

https://mtstandard.com/news/local/arrest-warrant-issued-for-dane-wagner-gallagher-trying-to-cancel-tommyknockers-lease/article_324d098d-5a88-53… 2/5

1

2

3

4

J.P. Gallagher said he has asked Steve Wagner, who brought the college-level league

and team to Butte, to give up the lease voluntarily but as of Thursday had not heard

back. He said the county is prepared to negate the pact on its own if need be.

These are the latest developments involving the Wagners and the Tommyknockers,

whose inaugural season in Butte this summer ended in chaos. Steve Wagner was

president of the league and is Dane Wagner’s father.

Dane Wagner was the club’s GM and took most of the early heat for problems that

became public when the team canceled its last six games on Aug. 1 with no

explanation. Players gave several reasons, saying there weren’t enough host families

to house them, food was inadequate and the team had no medical personnel, among

other things.

Joe and Therese McClafferty departing for new jobs in Kalispell

Two men found dead in Three Forks early Saturday; homicide investigation
underway

B-SB has multi-million dollar plans for COVID money

Executive Director of The Springs at Butte named

Dane Wagner was subsequently fired, and Steve Wagner appeared before

commissioners on Aug. 25 and said there were numerous “corrective action plans” in

the works for next season. Among other things, new owners and managers with

baseball experience were being sought.

Gallagher and commissioners were already balking at that when Dane Wagner was

arrested in the early morning hours of Oct. 12 for allegedly going into a mental health

clinic at 22 West Park St. without permission and taking a space heater. The owner

spotted a man inside on security cameras and called police.

People are also reading…
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Officers found Wagner sleeping in a vacant office in the same building around 2 a.m.

The baseball club also had an office in the building but Wagner said he couldn’t get in

because a new boutique was being built.

He admitted taking the space heater to use and was wearing a Tommyknockers

baseball shirt at the time, according to prosecutors.

He was charged with felony burglary and was supposed to appear for an arraignment

hearing on Thursday and enter a plea. But when his case was called, his public

defender — Jessica Polan — walked up to the podium alone.

When District Judge Kurt Krueger asked why that was and if she had heard from

Wagner, she said, “I have nothing to report for the court.”

Prosecutor Ann Shea then asked that an arrest warrant be issued and bond be set at

$50,000 — the amount Wagner would have to post to get out of jail if he’s arrested on

the warrant — and Krueger agreed.

After his initial arrest for burglary, he was released under pre-trial services conditions

and an order prohibiting him from being at the health clinic. Pre-trial conditions

include regular contact with court officials and making all court appearances, among

other things.

The felony charge carries a maximum penalty of 20 years in prison and fines up to

$50,000.

Gallagher has previously said he wants to cut ties to the league and Steve Wagner.

Seven other teams have left the league, with the owner of one citing the Wagners’

problems in Butte — including the arrest — as the reason.

“There has been no contact recently with Steve Wagner,” Gallagher said. “I sent a

certified letter to him asking him to give up the lease with Butte-Silver Bow with

really no repercussions toward him and I haven’t heard anything back.”
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Under the lease, the club could use the stadium for five years at a cost of $12,000 a

year. The team was late making its first-year payment, Gallagher says, but it

ultimately paid the $12,000.

Giving up the lease voluntarily, Gallagher said, was in Steve Wagner’s best interest.

“If he stays in the lease we could hold him to the lease and charge him $12,000 (a

year),” Gallagher said. “It’s his obligation to pay us on that and we know — and I

think he has to know — that there is no chance this (staying and playing in Butte) is

going to happen.”

Gallagher has said the county has grounds to end the lease on its own and will pursue

them if needed.

“There is no chance that the Tommyknockers and the Expedition League are coming

back to Butte,” he said.

By Mike Smith
Government and Politics Reporter
Mike Smith is a reporter at the Montana Standard with an emphasis on government and politics.
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