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A Complicated Game?

Not the Way It S Played by Kirby Puckett

By TOM POWERS

TWIN CITIES—A New York
media type once raced up to Min-
nesota ‘Twins outfielder Kirby
Puckett, thrust a microphone near
his face and asked, “Kirby, what is

(i A T e

field?" ..~ -

phone, looked up at the interview-
er, shrugged and said, “*Catch
everything.”

Baseball, as played by Kirby
Puckett, is not a complicated
game.

“At the plate, swing at every-
thing,” he said with a laugh. “Play
hard every day. That's it.”

Who's to argue? In a season in
which several American League
outfielders are putting up big num-
bers, Puckett's figures may be the
most impressive. As August drew
to'a close, he was leading the
league with 57 multiple-hit games,
269 total bases and 177 hits. In addi-
tion, he was batting .351 with 19
homers and 91 runs batted in.
Throw in his 10 assists and you
kave numbers worthy of Most Val-
uable Player consideration.

“Well, I don't know,"” said Puck-
ett. “It would be a great honor. But
out in Oakland, Mr. Jose Canseco
may be a 40-40 man (40 homers
and 40 stolen bases). You have to
tip your hat to him, especially if
"Oakland wins the division. And

B o don't forget (Boston's) Mike Green-

. well and Mr. (Wade) Boggs. ..."

i | Clearly, Puckett is a legitimate
MVP candidate. He is having his
best. season in what already has
been an illustrious career.

“All 1 ever wanted to do was
make the major leagues and be
successful,” he said. “The rest of it,
the Gold Gloves, the Silver Bats, is

all icing, anyway.”

Obviously, Puckett has made

it big in “The Show,” as he

often refers to the big leagues.
-And in the process, Catherine

1 Puckett’s “baby boy" has

) gone from the obscurity
N of a Chicago ghetto to

the national spotlight.
From the

assembly line at a

T Ford Motor plant
“+ to the World Series.
o “I'm the same
. person as [ always
was,” Puckett

- said. “"The
big money
hasn’t chang-
ed me. |

]

Tha Kirby Puckett phlln:ophy is annjr to remamber' “Play
hard every day. That’s IL.”

Fr.rckﬂt looked at the mn:ru—"

the mega-wattage of.

- have more material things, but I'm
the same person I was when | was

12 years old.”

Then, flashing his trademark
smile, he jumped up and ran out to
play catch with.one of the ball
boys, four-kouts before the start of

your phﬂﬂmph} of playing « ceme;__,.umtﬁights game.

s * *

Some things have changed for
Kirby Puckett. He cant go out 1o
dirmer with his wife, Tonya, or to
the movies, or even for a walk
without being recognized and, con-
sequently, besieged by autograph
seekers and well-wishers.

“Anywhere,” Puckett empha-
sized. “And it doesn't matter what
city I'm in—Toronto, Milwaukee,
Cleveland . .. That's part of the job,
I guess. I'm thinking of wearing a
wig like George Brett does.”

Then he swould simply look like
Kirby Puckett wearing a wig. At &
8 and 215 pounds, his barrel-chest-
ed body with the sparkplug legs
wouldn't be easy to disguise.

“Oh, man, I wouldn't wish this
body on any of my teammates,”
Puckett said recently in the Twins’
clubhouse. “I wouldn't put them
through that. They'd be crying all
the time.”

Those players near his locker
laughed as “Puck,” as he's called
by those who know him well, car-
ried on. Asked if he would trade
bodies with Kent Hrbek, Puckett
looked out the corner of his eye to
make sure the Twins' big first base-
man was listening, then pretended
to go into shock. “Are you kidding
me?” he asked, aghast.

Then there was the time this_

season when Twins pitching ace*
Frank Viola lost a game in the Me-

trodome for the first time in two

years. As Viola was surrounded in

front of his locker by hot camera

lights and reporters scribbling

notes, Puckett stomped around the

clubhouse in mock anger.

“Frankie, I can't believe you lost.
How can you do that?” he hollered.
“There’s going to be a lot of kids
who don't get any sleep tonight,
Frankie. You stink.”

-Viola, who could barely talk be-
cause he was giggling so hard, fi-
naily got into the spirit of things
and velled over the cameras,
“Thanks for all your support today,
Puck. How many hits did you get?”

“None,” Puckett shouted back,
still wearing a fake scowl. "1 fig-
ured I didn't have to get any hits
with you pitching, Frankie. You're
not human. I'd have bet my house
on this one and you let me down.”

If Puckett has an enemy, any-
where, that person has yet to stand
up and be counted. Tom Mee, the
Twins' longtime director of medig
relations, said Puckett and Har-
mon Killebrew are the two most
popular players in the Twins' his-
tory.

“Killebrew was a bona fide
American hero, the Daniel Boone
of his day,” said Mee. “Kirby is the
guy everybody wants to touch. He's
been popular here since Day One.
And while Harmion had his detrac-

tors, I dom't think I've ever heard a
single detractor when it comes to
Kirby.”

Not among the Metrodome faith-
ful, which projects to 3 million
strong this season. Not among his
teammates, who cant say enough
about the guy. And especially not
among the kids, who go crazy
around Puckett, probably because
he’s not much taller than they are.

As Twins General Manager
Andy MacPhail said, “He’s just the
type of guy who makes you smile.”

Recently, Twins right fielder

Randy Bush recounted his first
meeting with Puckett for the Or-
ange County Register.
- “We'd heard about this phenom
that was going to join us,” Bush
said. “Well, here he comes with
that body. So we were all kind of
snickering for a minute.

“Later, during batting practice, |
thought I'd go over and say some-
thing to him, settle him down. In-
stead, he came up to me and said,
‘Hi, Mr. Bush, I'm Kirby Puckett
I've heard a lot of good things
about you. ' He knew who every-
body was.”

That was May 8, 1954 in Ana-
heim. Puckett, who had -just been
called up from the Twins' Triple-A
team in Toledo (International), be-
came only the sixth player in
American League history to distin-
guish his major league debut by
getting four hits in a nine-inning
game. That capped a hectic couple
of days.

“We were playing in Old Or-
chard Beach (Me.) and (Manager)
Cal Ermer came o0 my room and
said, ‘Congratulations, kid, you're
going to “The Show.”' I froze,”
Puckett recalled. "I said, "Who?
Me?' He said, 'Hell, yes." I ran
across the street and had a victory
beer.

“1 had to fly all the way to Ana-
heim. I had $10 in my pocket and
all-my clothes were in Toledo. I left
Maine about 6 a.m. and had to
switch planes in Atlanta to get to
California. Well, first the wind-
shield cracked or something. Then
the defroster didn't work. We just
sat and waited. We were delayed
four or five hours, and when [ final-
ly got off the plane (in Anaheim),
there was nobody there to meet
me.”

Then 23, Puckett began his
major league career in something
less than high style.

“I had no idea how far the sta-
dium was,” he said. “How do [ get
there?”

“I got in a cab and said, 'Ana-
heim Stadium.” The guy gave me a
look like this,” Puckett said, mak-
ing a quizzical face. “I told him up
front I had only $10 to my name
and explained to him who I was

We got to talking and he congratu-

lated me and everything.

“When we got there, I left every-
thing in the cab and ran in to get
my meal money to pay him. The
Twins said they'd pay for it It was
$60. I told them it was $85, you
know, and tipped the guy $25. I still
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wish [ had gotten his name.”

As it turned out, Puckett arrived
too“late to help the Twins that
night. It was the next day when he
began making his mark.

“I hit a bullet to (shortstop Dick)
Schofield,” Puckett said, replaying
his first major league at-bat. “I
said, ‘Oh, man, the big leagues are
going to be tough.’ Next time up, I
hit a line drive up the middle. I
ended up 4 for 5. It was great.”

It was the beginning of a new
chapter in his life.

W * *
. Im"1979, Puckett, then fresh out
of Calumet High School on the
South Side of Chicago, went looking

Motor plant on 130th Street.

“It was so far from where we
were that if you missed the one
bus, there wouldn't be another
one,” Puckett said. “It took 90 days
to get in the union. They kept me
on for something like 89 days and
then laid me off.” .

It was another tough lesson in
the ways of the worid, aithough by
that time, he was pretty well
_ schooled in such matters.

The youngest of nine children,
Puckett grew up about four blocks
from Comiskey Park in a housing
project called the Robert Taylor
Homes. Newsweek once described
that little corner of purgatory as
“the place where hope died.”

“In- our most recent national
studfes, this is the No.1 most de-
pressed and violent area in the
country,” Sgt. Robert Beardon, a
Chicago police officer, told the St.
Paul Pioneer Press.-

That is where Puckett learned to
play baseball,

“There were so many people,”
he said. “Sixteen floors to a build-
ing, 10 apartments to a floor. No
telling how many people lived in
an apartment.

“But 1 was always out playing,

_-.-for a job. He found one at the Ferd —

-y

not seeing what trouble I could get
into. And I had five older brothers
that teok care of me. My brothers
saw to it that nobody messed with
me. To me, a real good time was
getting up real early in the sum-
mertime and going out and playing
baseball all day. As early as I could
wake up, I'd take a bath and then I
was out the door.”

Not out to green fields with
pitchers’ mounds, but to hard con-
crete, with squares drawn on the
walls of decaying buildings to serve
as strike zones.

Puckett went on to become a
star, albeit a scrawny one, at Calu-
met High.

“l didn't have too many scholar-
‘ship offers after high school,” said
Puckett, who finished in the top 20
percent of his class academically.
“Not too many scouts would come
to watch black baseball teams play
in the ghetto.” ‘

So he wound up at the Fard"

plant, working by day and playing
ball by night. But about the same
time he got laid off at the plant, he
received a scholarship offer from
Bradley University.

“Everything went great,” Puck-
ett said. “Then, three weeks later,
my dad passed away."”

William Puckett, wha died from
a heart attack, had railed against
the poverty around him, working
two 40-hour-a-week jobs. It finally
paid off when Kirby was 12 as he
packed up the family and moved it
to a little better neighborhood.

“1 wanted to quit school and take
care of my mom,"” Puckett said. I
called and told her I was coming
home. She told me, ‘No, no, you're
still going to make it big. You're
going to be good one day.'”

Puckett finished out that year at
Bradley, then transferred to Triton
Junior College in River Grove, Ill,,
to be closer to hame. That's where
the Twins found him. Jim Rantz,

COVER STORY

In center field? ‘“‘Catch
aeverything.”

Minnesota's director of minor
leagues, more or less stumbled
upon Puckeft when he went tp see
his own son play.

“He stood out,” Rantz said of
Puckett. “It wasnt because he had
a home run, a double, stole two
bases, threw a guy out at home and
had a shaved head, either. The en-
thusiasm he had on a miserably hot
night, when everybody was dog
tired . . . That was the thing you
noticed.” |

* k *

To Pucketl, a good pitch is any

one that he can reach. He walked

TWIN CITIES—Ask
Kirby Puckett what
he enjoys doing
most on a base-
ball fieid and
he doesnt
hesitate in
answering.

. “Throwing
a guy out at

R

A i .
BT, # | Twins outfielder.

Cutting ’em down at the piate. Now that's fun.

Fun Comes From Being Well-Armed

the plate,” said the Minnesota

“Now that's fun.”
Puckett,

whose hitting alone
makes him a candi-
date for the Ameri-
can League's Most
Valuable Player
Award, exhibited an-

]
-

other dimension in the Twins’ 4-1
victory over the Tigers in Detroit
August 16. Besides driving in two
runs with a bases-loaded single,
he made a perfect throw from
center field to nail Lou Whitaker
at the plate.

“Puckeit's throw was the play
of the game,” said Twins Manag-
er Tom Kelly. "It gave us a
chance (0 sCOore some more
runs.”

The Twins were leading, 20, in
the fourth inning when Whitaker
bunted far a single, advanced to
second on a grounder, then tried
to come home on Alan Tram-
mell’s single to centef. Puckett ri-
fled a perfect throw to catcher
Tim Laudner, who held on to the
ball despite being bowled over by
Whitaker.

“With most outfielders, there
wouldn't be a play,” said Laudner.
“But with Puckett, there is a play.
He has a great arm."”

Puckett talked modestly about
his big defensive play.

“In that situation, it was my job
just to hit the cutoff man,” he
said. “If he likes i1, he lets it go
through. That's what. happened,
and it skipped right to Timmy's
mitt.”

It was just Kirby Puckett hav-
ing some more fun.

only 32 times in 624 at-bats last
year and seven of those walks
were intentional. In 1986, he batted
680 times and drew just 34 walks.

This season, he may outde him-
self. With one week left in August,
he had walked only 19 times in
more than 500 at-bats.

In a recent game in Detroit,
Puckett stepped in against Jack
Morris with the bases loaded and
two out. He singled to right, driving
in two runs and breaking open the
gamey Later, he admitted he had
swung at a pitch over his head.

“I'mi-38 and he threw that ball
510," Puckett said.

Twins hitting coach Tony Oliva

marvels at Puckett, who, in his first -

four seasons in the majors, had 165,
199, 223 and 207 hits. Oliva doesn't
Iry to change a thing.

“"Anyone who gets 200 hits 2
year, I dont care how he gets it,”
Oliva said. "'Some people say
maybe if he gets 75 walks a year
. . . But if he Lakes 75 walks, he
might strike out 50 more times, too.

“] prefer to see him swing up
there instead of seeing a guy who
takes two strikes right in there. I'd
rather see him aggressive. And he
hits the ball. When he hits the ball
hard, it's going out of the ball park.
I've seen him hit home runs on
pitches over his head.”

And on pitches that are close (o
the ground, or outside, or. . . .

Puckett's main power alley is
right-center field. Usually, if he
connects with a fastball, it will
scream toward that gap. Homers
that he pulls to left are off breaking
pitches or change-ups.

“If you can hit breaking balls
good, you can hit .300," Oliva said.
“Puckett can hit both the curve
and the fastball. You can fool him
one time. The second time, he is
right there waiting for you.

“The other thing is that ball play-
ers mature at 29 or 30. He's 27. He

/17
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has one or {wo more years 1o learn
more about himsell. He can be bet-
ter.” :

Since coming up to the big
leagues four years ago, Puckeit al-
ready has undergone a metamor-
phosis al the plate. After huitting no
home runs m 1984 and just four n
‘83, he pounded 31 and 28 in the
next {wo seasons. Some people
think he changed magically over.
night from a singles hitter inlo 2
power hilter, but there were many
hours of back-breaking work 1n.
volved.

in the spring of 86, Pucketl and
Oliva worked at it every day aflter
everyone else had headed home.

“"When you wanl to be good at

- something, it takes awhile,” Puck-

ett said. "But 1t worked out pretiy
good.”

Puckett refined his power stroke
by keeping his weight back, then
launching his body into the pitch
with a high leg kick.

Defensively, Pucketl specializes
in throwing out runners and going
airborne to reach over fences and
take away home runs lrom oppos-
ing hitters. He did that eight times
last year, when he helped lead the
Twins to the world championship.

"1 used to surprise myself, going
over the fence to take a home run
away,”" Puckett said. “"Now ever-
body expects it of me and | expect
it of myself, now that | know how
to do it.”

Thus far, Puckett has lived up to
everyone's expectations. So look
closely the next time he comes up
to the plate and you'll see an em-
bodiment of the American Dream.
He's gone from a kKid who used to
hit tin-foil baseballs on the streets
of Chicago to a million-dollar play-
er in the big leagues.

Batting titles? MVP awards?®
Those are just the icing for Puck-
ett, whose hard work already has
paid off with a cake in The Show,
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From the USTA National Tennis Center,
Flushing Meadow, NY
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8/5 4th Round 730 PM ET/4:30 PM PT
8/6 Women's Quarterfinals 12 Noon ET/% AM PT |
- %6 Women's Quarterfinals 7.30 PM ET/4:30 PM PT '

8/7 Men's & Women's - :
Quarterfinals 12 Noon ET/9 AM PT

8/7 Men's & Women's
Quarterfinals 730 PM ET/4:30 PM PT

9/8 Men's Quarterfinals 12 Noon ET/9AM PT

/8 Women's Doubles
Semifinals JPM ET/12 Noon PT ‘

8/8 Men's Quarterfinals T PMET/4:30 PMPT =

PROFESSIONAL TENNIS

DUPONT ALL AMERICAN CHAMPIONSHIPS
From Amelia Island, Florida
Men's & Women's Finals

130 PM ET/PT
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"I knew guys
would probably get -
maore than what |
signed for with the
Twins. But | bet
five or six years

.. from now, I'm going
to be a lot happier.”
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ipken never filed for free agency, signing his contract

with Baltimore late last season after negotiations con-

sumed nearly a year. Puckett re-signed with Minnesota
uations with at least two other teams — Boston and Philadelphia.

How much more would they have made if they had played the
free-agent dollar game to the limit? That's difficult to gauge, espe-
cially in Ripken's case. |

Coincidentally, Puckett and Ripken are represented by Baltimore
attorney Ron Shapiro, one of the top half-dozen baseball agents.
Shapiro has long been known within baseball as one of the more rea-
sonable agents with which to deal. But, like anyone in his Business,
his first obligation is the bottom line — something he tended to over
the last year to the tune of more than $80 million worth of contracts.

“It's tpugher to judge whether Cal would have gotten more on the
open market than he ended up signing for,” Shapiro says.

“If his season had not been as difficult for him and he had put up
his usual numbers, I think he-might have gotten more on the open
market. Don’t forget that he is a shortstop, a position that is much m
demand. And he is a remarkably durable talent.

“Kirby’s situation is a little easier to figure. Given the way the
market went last winter, Kirby clearly would have gotten offers of at
least $35 million and quite probably even higher.”

Shapiro, who has been doing baseball contracts for nearly 20
years, says the situations of Puckett and Ripken made for the tough-
‘est deals he has had to negotiate.

“Both had their own complications, but the two situations were
quite similar in many ways,” Shapiro says. ,

“First of all, for both men, this was easily the biggest business de-
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last winter after filing for free agency and opening nego-

cision they woild likely make in their Lives. But they were very emo-
tional decisions. They both have very deep ties within the com-
munity. |

“Kirby has a ticket program in the community in which he buys
and distributes over 30,000 tickets. He also is active in all kinds of
charities. Cal has helped create an aduit literacy program in the city
plus a ticket program and extensive charitable involvement. These
are real commiitments these guys have in their cities.

“Plus, they have built great relationships with the fans which are
unique nowadays. These are two players who totally identified with
the cities in which they perform.

“Any one of those aspects represents very powerful pulls on the
player. Taken/together, they represented from my point of view the
greatest challenge ['ve ever had in this business.”

Puckett’s negotiations began during spring training last season,
and early in the summer he was ready to accept an offer of $27.5
million over five years. “I was all set to sign then, even though Ron

warned me that it was below what the market might bring,” Puckett
says. “But I wanted it done and | wanted to stay in Minnesota and I
was taking all that into consideration.”

However, zt the last minute, Twins Owner Carl Pohlad took the

' offer off the table and talks virtually ceased.

“Kirby didr't allow it to affect him on the field,” Shapiro says. “It
was clear to anyone that he wanted to remain in Minnesota. And |
think most people expected that in the end, the Twins would not
chance exposihg him to other clubs.” -

However, the Twins let the clock run and Puckett took the plunge
by filing for fiee agency. ““I never stopped wanting to stay with the
Twins, but there reached a point where I had to protect myself on
the business side,” Puckett says. '

“And once [ filed, I owed it to myself to see what was out there. If
for some reason the Twins weren't going to be there for me, [ had to
look for the best situation that might be out there.”

“On the one hand, Kirby and I made the decision that we
would not have any club make us a financial offer until we
had decided to make a commitment to them,” Shapiro says.

*And Kirby also felt strongly about not making any teams feel used,
which is why we wanted to visit the cities secretly. That didn’t work
because our visits got into the papers. | |

“No one wbuld believe that Kirby actually would leave Minnesota.
That's why we started visiting clubs that had expressed some inter-
est. We had to see if the interest was real.” -

Puckett was pleasantly surprised with what he found. He visited
Boston, and the Red Sox came away with the definite feeling they
had a shot. “We definitely felt that if Kirby wasn't going to stay in
Minnesotz, we had an excellent chance to sign him,” Red Sox Gen-
eral Manager Lou Gorman says. -

And Puckest came away from his visit to Philadelphia feeling good
about the Phillies. “I really liked the idea of the Phillies,” Puckett
says. “For one thing, a lot of their guys like Lenny Dykstra, John
Kruk. Darren Daulton and Dave Hollins are my kind of players, all
out from the first pitch.”

Phitlies General Manager Lee Thomas maintains the Phillies
never made Puckett a firm offer. But Thomas and Owner Bill Giles
made it clear through repeated calls to Puckett and Shapiro how in-
terested they were.

Philadelphia and Boston were believed ready to make five-year,
$35-million offers when Puckett returned home to Minnesota for
some soul searching with his wife, Tanya. “It was time to make a de-
cision, as difficult as it might be,” Puckett says.

Twins G.M. Andy MacPhail called Puckett and was shocked when
Puckett told him that he was seriously weighing offers. That’s when
MacPhail cilled Pohlad and told him the chances of retaining Puck-
ett were slipping away.

“Two days later, all of us, Kirby, Tanya, Andy MacPhail, my as-
sistant Mike Maas, had dinner at Carl Pohlad’s house,” Shapiro
says. “And for the first time, | think everyone realized the feelings
Kirby had for the Twins. By that time, the papers were talking about
him leaving and the pressure was beginning to really get tough.
That’s when the Twins made a $30-million offer.”

Shapiro later laid out the options to Puckett. “He would likely
have been guaranteed anywhere from $35 million to 37 milbon
somewhere else,” Shapiro says.

But by then, Puckett knew the decision he would make. “Hey, I
knew some guys would likely get more than me, but we had a chance
to get $30 million and stay where | wanted to be,” Puckett says.
*All of a sudden, it became an easy decision.” |

Shapiro came away from the process with even more respect
Puckett. “When a player of his magnitude enters the free-agent
market, there is a lot of pride on the line,” Shapiro says. “There’sa
lot of if he gets 40 (million) and I get 30 then he’s getting a higher
score’ kind of thing.

S hapirﬁ was faced with some obstacles on the open market.
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“But [ believe that my job invalves not just working with dollars, in an age
but also working with values. And in Kirby's case, [ feel lucky he was
doing the same thing. You always want to get the best possible situa- when tradition
tion far"yc-ur client, but sometimes your client is just looking at the
mones. < bk i M | is often

Even though Puckett is back in Minnesota, the Phillies’ Thomas
came away impressed by how Puckett handled himself. d s

“We've been in free-agent things over the last few years when measured In
we've come away feeling used, feeling as if we were included in the
talks only to jack up the price,”” Thomas says. 3ﬂnual

“However, our dealings with Kirby Puckett were very different. | .
We felt flattered that he wanted to talk to us and | came away with IHEI'BITIBMS,
the feeling that while he was genuinely torn about the possibility of
leaving Minnesota, if it didn't work out with the Twins, we would | {WO Of
have had a shot at signing him. He wanted to go to a place and a com-
munity where he felt he could make a difference, and I think we | Baseball's true
made a good impression. '

“‘But there was never any pressure in the whole thing. There was | gtars chose the
never a time when he asked us what our price would be, never any
hint that we were bidding against someone else. It was obvious to | eomforts of
me his first choice was staying put. But it also was obvious that this
was a guy who wasn't just shopping himself to the highest bidder.” home over

ipken’s negotiating position was in a sense more difficult t,hﬁ ghw
than Puckett's. He was raised an Oriole, growing up in free-agenl
the Baltimore area and born to a father who was part of
the Orioles’ organization for nearly 30 years. As Ripken Siage
said many times during the process, “I'm an Oriole, it's been part of *
me since I was born.”

Such statements created something of a bargaining disadvantage,
especially until Ripken reached the point where he could declare
free agency. Though Ripken never wanted to leave Baltimore, he
also wanted the Orioles to treat him fairly according to prevailing
market conditions.

“1 had to make my contract decision based on what was best for
me and my immediate family,” Ripken says. *'There was no question
that | wanted to stay in Baltimore, but | had to look at it as a business
decision as well.”"

Although Ripken won't acknowledge it, those close to him say the
time it took to complete his negotiations (Shapiro says the talks
stretched over 333 days) took its toll on Ripken, who last season had
the worst year of his career. Throughout the talks, Ripken stead-
fastly refused to comment on the negotiations and was stung when
there were published reports on the talks that appeared to be leaks

from the club's side. | At Jack Damei Dhstilery. we hear from folks 2 over the country Have we heard from you?
“Cal's goal in in Baltim t a fair price,”” Shapi : ] ..
says. “ingd h:ﬁvfrr;?g?ampuhﬁﬂ s?t;fe?n:nt?bggiﬂing eipge? A 'LOT OF FOLKS WOLlld give their €y e-—reeah
where. Those factors likely made the club feel it had a special advan- . , .
tage because until he reached the point where he had to decide to f@r M[ Jol-m Nglen S jOb

file for free agency, no one felt he would go somewhere else.”
Baltimore's rather tortured dealings with Ripken finally ended in

him re-signing last August. But in the months followipg Ripken's | As head taster for Jack Daniel Distillery, Mr.

eventual signing, the Orioles fired his father, Cal Sr., fs third-base

e e e | Nolen gers to aste o of whishey. Fhe s
A | isn't smooch enough, five men will be changing

“But there’s no :my“furﬁe to maﬁ? that. .ﬂ-{nd [ refuse to believe Ehe 'Ch&ICOB.[ 1 our ITlCI.lW L[]g vats.
ﬂlalflfw:ﬁi,h:lfﬂe:ihjngs turned out for the Family ijkenwhave Ifhe _ .I.l(ﬁS What heis taSt]_[lg , Len

somewhat soured Cal's storybook career with the Orioles. And

while Ripken is the consummate professional on the field, he admits ' - bﬂITE'_ men Wﬂl be ro]_lj_ng [hE new

it is difficult to put the past totally b-emndbﬁ;].a ; N

~ “You know, you dream of bemg a pro yer and you make it,” : ; 1

he says. “Your dad is a coach and you know the odds are against thkey 1nco our agmg hOLlSﬂS.

your ending up on the same team. Then your brother comes up and . . 19 _
the odds are against him making the major leagues. And | felt we YOUI' next SlP Gf JEle DE[I].[E‘_[ S IIIRY
beat all those odds. : . g .

“It was all kind of nice because baseball had always been some- not gﬂ't l'.hlS many folks Jumpmg—-
thing that separated us as a family because my dad was away so ) ) o |
much when 1 was a kid. Then baseball became something that bu[ 1L m]gh[ p['omp[ a VISITC TO
brought us all back tﬁether. My dad was there if | needed him, and - f -
so was my brother. The whole experience certainly rematns a posi- re Tor more.

- tive, but there's also some hurt that goes withit."” YOI.lI' StO

However, Ripken rehr;lains an C}?nie for life ]iust as Eun:kett lﬂ?ei:,r
will end his career in Minnesota. In an age when tradition is often _ ?
m&asuredinannuaiincrements.tw?nfhasebaﬂ*suuestarschﬂs& SMOQOTH SIPPIN
the comforts of home over the glitzy free-agent stage.

That such loyalty and such feelings have become so rare perhaps TENNESSEE WHISKEY
underlines better than anything else what's wrong with modemn

* By ® 404 3% 20she Iy eciume 80 86 progt = Dhsim o Sohied Oy
baseball .. . . . @ Jasa ;:E;&:::ﬁ: e Metow i:;;gf;r o :ﬂ‘:.r-:'“::u.:g Pzo EE?: af:ﬂ-‘leis:: ;?':-‘SE'

Peter Pascarelli is a contributing writer who covers baseball for Pl o 11 i ot R 1 Mot Plces fm the € et Seotes G et
THE SPORTING NEWS. '
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“tired” arm afler starting L0 of the
first 11 games. Schofieid responded
with a three-run homer in a 34 win
over Minnesota “'Nothing bothers
me [ just go out and play.” said
Schofield, 1-for-7 before that start
“T like 1o play every day. but 1t's up
o Moo 3 iManager Gene Mauch) ™
Scholieid quickly it two more
homers. meamng that nine of (he
1%1n his career have come n April

Burieson had a dul! pain in his
shoulder. but said he didn’t consid-
er the problem a setback 1n s re-

covery from a vanety of injunies.,

dating back 1o 1981 “It's fatigued
from overuse, 15 afl.” the Rooster
sald. "No use doing something silly
at this point. | want io be around 1n
September.”

Yes. that was Reggie Jackson on
lop in the American League bal-

ting race with a 469 average
through Apnil 22, Jackson had five

homers through April 27 When
Reggie hit No 535, off the Twins'
Burt EBlvieven. he passed himmie

Foxx for seventh place on the all-
time list and was one short of -

Mickey Mantle . Kirk McCaskill
fanned a career-high 12 in his (wo
against Oakland Apnl 22.
pert Jones was batung only 121 (4

for-33) but ranked among the -

Angels’ leading run producers with
Il runs scored and thyee RBls. He
had drawn || walks:

Rookie Wally Joyner couldnt ex-
piain his lirst-inning success
against pitchers he'd never seen

before. Joyner, leading the league -
with 1% hits alter |4 games, was & -

for-i1 with three walks in first at-
bats. “Usually 1t's the other way

around, because they know what
thev throw and | don't,” he said. -

Jovyner also proved durable. He
was on crutches after jammung his
right ankle on a fifth-inning play at

first one day, but was back in the

lineup the next day. . = George
Hendrick got his 1.000th career
RBIl on a bases-loaded walk

Don Sutton alijowed six homers n
his first three starts. Going back to
1985, be was -for€ bidding lor ca-
reer victory No 296 Terry For-
ster. signed as a {ree agent on April
16, beat Minnesota in relief four
days later for hus first AL tnumph
since August 8 1976, when he was
with the White Sox,

TOM SINGER

WHITE SOX

John Cangelos: and
..4{ . Wayne Tolleson, the
first two batlers in
SI:JJt_.' . the Chicago White
SHCASO Coox Lineup. were on
base 43 percent of
the time the first two weeks of the
season. bul they were nol being
driven home very often by Haroid
Bamnes, Carlton Fisk and Ron Kit-
tie In losing five of six games 1o
the Boston Red Sox. the White Sox
had no help from the muddie of the
order Baines. Fisk and Kitlle were
a combined T-for-72 Fisk suf-
fered the indignity of having beer
dumped on himin Fenway Park as
he chased a game-winming double
:nto the lefi-field corner Fisk, who
slaved nine seasons for the Red
50x, said. I'm disappo.nted |
never thought that wouid happen
tome here Mow if [ was weanmg a
Yankee uniform. ves | could un-
gerstand that =

Tolleson had a ll-game hitting

streak that included five straight

(wo-hit efforts, He also was leading |

the White Sox in runs hatied in

- Rup |

Third baseman Tolleson and usual-
lv reliable shortstop Ozme Guillen
had combined for nmine errors
through Apnil 24
Walker went on the disabled list.
the first baseman automancally
ltost $50,000 from a gamesplaved
clause 1 his contract Walker last
season Lied Don Buford's club rec:
ord of 163 games He had been in
[TS straight over 1wo vears when
e night wrist was njured Apnyl 14

MARINERS

Depending on
which side vou were
. looking from, the
' Seattle Mariners en-
i ther ran into some
" tough pilching or the
opposilion ran (nio some poor hit-
ting After scoring eight runs off
Cahformia’s Don Sutton wn the first
inning April 13, the Mariners
scored just nine runs :n 62 INnINgs
dunng a six-game iosing streak In
only six of those 62 inmings did they
get more than gne hit and they
never had more than !wo hitsin an
inning. The team batling average
went from 290 to 231 1n a week.
The stretch reminded hitting
coach Deron Johnson of a similar

slump the National League cham-

pton Phillies went through 1n 1983
42 consecutive jnnings.
eight times 1n Seattle’s first 13

games. The M's lost six of those
games Kar| Best (sore elbow)

came off the |5day disabled Iist

w0 weeks into the season. but fel-

low relievers Roy Thomas (elbow) "
- and Edwin Nunez (shoulder) were | -
.. Manager Chuck ' |

stifl disabled.
Cotner said he had a dream that

- ended with Gorman Thomas play-

ing the putheld, cutting a ball off in
the gap and hitting the cutoff man
perfectly. “"Just when | was about
to find out who we were playving,
my daughter came into the room
and woke me up,” Cottier said
Thomas has not played any regular
position since his rofator cuff sur:
Eery in 1984

ATHLETICS

Manager Jackie
| Moore moved Jose
. Canseco (nto the Ne
. 3 spot in the Cakland
. A’s batting order

Aprl 20 and the rook-
e slugger responded by hilting a

- double, two singles and dnving in a

parr of runs against Seattie Moore
decided 1o keep Canseco ahead of
Dave Kingman 1n the batuing

order, and the next mght Canseco -
clubbed a pair of home runs o -

nght Neld and drove i four runs as
the A's beatl the Califormia Angels
“1 don't know a manager in his
right mind who would play around
with that nght now "~ said Moore.
who had already used Canseco at
the cleanup. fifth and seventh spots
in the arder . Carnev Lanstorg
*he Ac repyiar third baseman,
sta-ted his fimst game at first base
sinre 1977 whern he plaved for E
Pas¢ :r the Texas League

- Lansford was naving irouble get

nnp hars from Hillerich & Bradshy
which makes the Lousville Slug-
Ber anc was relaling his woes 0
announcer Rav Fosse during 2
pastgame show in Minnesola A
fan, Areck Madden of Newark
Calif . heard the program and re-
~alied (hat Lansford had givern S

BeEeT rNDV AVAIN ARIF

When Greg -

BASEBALL

a bat two springs ago. Madden sent
the bal by Federal Express to Min-
neapehs. Lansford autographed it,
expressed his appreciation to Mad-
den and returned the batl along
with an autographed ball. Lansford
s switching 1o the Adirondack bat.
made by Rawlings.

The A's three viciones n Seattie
gave them their first sweep of 2
pad senes since Seplember [984,
when they swepl a series 1n Texas

Donnre Hill hit his first (wo
homers this vear 1n domed sta-
diums—in Minnesota and Seattle
Hilt recoilected that five of his
seven homers in the majors have
beern 1N domes [n a two-game
siretch. leadof! man Tony Phillips
doubied once. singled six umes.
walked once and was hi by a puch
wn 11 plate appearances. Joa-
quin Andujar earned ms first
American League victory as he
bea: the Angels, 62 on April 21 He
ieft the game after six innings with
a 2-1 lead and a three-hitter
Moore used eight different lineups
in the first 11 games Right
fielder Mike Davis mussed five

I
[}
!
'

games with’a strained ieft ham-

SITINE Lefthander Tim Birtsas,
who had been projecied as a start-
er in preseason plans, was sent o
Tacoma (Pacific Coast) He had

. piiched 1n only two games. In his
. The Phils were held scoreless for

. .The op-
" ponent scored 1o the first inning

first appearance, he gave up a
grand slam. a single and walked
three

RANGERS

: The Texas Rang-
ers are flexing new
muscle. In their first

| 13 games. they

| boomed 20 home

hadnt had a lavorable wind at Ar-
lington Stadium. At their 245%-homer
pace. the Rangers seemed certain
lo erase the ciub record of [40
homers, s21 10 1979 First baseman
FPete 0'Brien and third baseman
Steve Buechele had four long balls
apiece lhrough April 23 Reserve
catcher Darrell Porter, whose only
two hits were home runs. gave part
of the credit for the Rangers mus
cle 1o George Dubets. the club’s
strength coach in spring traiming
"He did a great job of getung peo

ple into the weight program.” Por-

ter said "On a lot of clubs youll see
two or three guys douing the
welghts We must have had 18 [0
20. maybe more, 1n George’s pro-
gram " The Rangers Lhifted free
weights for upper body strength
and used a Naulus program for
overall conditioning.

Buechele’'s power sireak
stretched back (o September of
1985 when he hit five homers in 23
games Coupied with the four
homersn 12 games this season, he
had rine 0 a l5game span )
Toby Harrah missed live games
when his mother. Mrs Glenna Har-
rah. died tm Ohio A 1QE victory
aver Toronto marked the fourth
wme the Rangers had scored LD
~ins or more this vear Thev did it
fve umes in w3 Bobby Wi had
el winless 4¢3 pro—he was -h
3t Tuisa «Texas. after signing wiin
he Rangers aut of the University
of Dklahoma last Jupe—belore he
bea! Toronioc ACCOrGIng o 1he
Rangers, ihe last pitcher 1o record
Bes first proosaictory in the majors
was David Clyde the onelime
Texas phenom who bea: Minnesola
an June 271973 at Arlington Sta-
(o [

runs and they still -

Puckett Has

Homer Spree
For Twins

TWIN CITIES—Seattle’s hard-
hrowing nghthander. Mike Mor-
gan, had aliowed the Minnesota
Twins ope it while facing a mini-
mum of 18 batters over the first
SiX Innings Aprid 22

Kirby Puckett led off the sev-
enth and, on a 2-and-1 puch, the
righthanded batter hit a laser
shot into the seats in nght<Center
field at the Kingdome Puckett's
home run siarted the Twins (o a
Tl victory

The next day, Pucketl opened
the game with a homer off Seat-
te’s Mike Moore And when Cal-
fornia visited the Metrodome the
last weekend 1n April. Puckett
connecled off Don Sutton and
‘R‘:épg Romanick In 19 games
thrgugh April 27 Pucket! had
seven homers. the major league
high He hit a totaj of four in 289
games i 1984 and %5

For much of last season, Puck:
ell seemed incapable of hiaung
the bali 1o the left side of second
base During spring training. he
still seemed (o be restricled to a
right-field stroke

Then, the season started and
Puckett began to pull the inside
puch to left and drive the outside
pilch to right center

“Before, Kirby believed he was
a punch hitter.” hitling coach
Tony liva said “Now, he's work-
ing on driving the ball He can do
it because he 15 sirong. He real
izes he can do it

“If not this year. then next vear
Kirby will hut 15 to 20 home runs
and bat 315 or 320 He will keep
doing that every year

The Twins were so concerned
aboul Puckett’s mnability to pul
the ball that theyv spent the exhi
bitton schedule tryving 1o find an-
other leadoff hitter Manager Rav

39
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Kirby Puckett

Miller wanted to move Puckett to
the No 2 spot in order 1o Lake ad-
vantage of that nght-field stroke

All of a sudden, with Puckett’s
increased power and versatilily
as a hitter. that no longer seemed
a problem If Pucketl was going
10 be moved in the order 1t might
be 1o No J—a more favorable
RBI positon Puckett was prov:
ing to be Twins' top clutch hilter,
dehivering a senes of run-sconng,
Iwo-0ut hits

CWith two outs and guys an
base. [ try (o be a little more se-
lecive aboutl pitches” Puckefl
said “Then. | try o put the ballin
play 50 we've got a chance (o get
something out of ™

Puckett has been putung hine
drives nto play “Kirby's been
hitting the ball so hard 1t1's unbe-
heveable ” Miller said, "The best
thing 1s he's been hitting 1t hard
o all flelds.”™

The Twins front office was dis
appointed last winter when Puck-
ett dropped out of supervised
workouts that were being heid at
the University of Minnesota
Putket! joined teammates for
one workout at the umversily.
then decided 1o work out on his
own at a local health club

His plan seems {0 have worked

PATRICK REUSSE

Pettis Riding Elevator

ANABEIM—Gary Pettis has
his Gold Glove. But will he ever
get the lead out of his bat?

That question wgs on the mind
of Manager Gene Mauch, who
had a seemingly ideal. leadofl
maa, but couldn’t afford to use
him at the top of the California
Angels' lineup.

Pettis, the Angels’ swift and
surebanded center fielder,
opened the season as the No. 8
hirter. He has also been used at
No. 8 and No. 7, and has made
occasional visits to the No. | spoL

The elevator routine dis-
pleased Pettis. “I would love to
hit in the leadol! spot, whether
I'm going bad or nol.” be sald.
“"When I'm not hitting first, it
seems (0 me ['m missing part of

i the game.”

Said Mauch, "l guarantee he
doesn want to lead off any more
than [ want him o lead ofl.”

The problem is Pertis’ bat. He

‘tends to take two big a cut at the

ball Because of Pettis' defensive
skills and his speed, his 257 aver-
age last year would have been ac-
ceplable—had he not struck out
125 times.

Two weeks into the season, he
led the team with 10 strikeouts,

and his average was down to .236.
Other facets of his game were af-

- fected. Petiis was a sub-500 run-

ner (he was caught four times in
seven steal attempts) for probe-
biy the first time in his career.
Mauch even criticized Pettis’ con-
centration in the fleld.

“I think about offense more
than anything else,” Pettis admit-
ted. “That could be part of the
problem. | tend to rerun every at-
bat over and over in my mind.
Mauch doesn't want me to hit the
ball to the outfielders, but in front
of them.” -

The manager has lectured
Pettis, In the winter of B4, so did
former National League batting
champion Harry Walker, the
guru of contact hitting Now. i's
Moose Stubing's turn.

The California batting coach's
goal is obvious. "Ideslly, we'd {lke
to have Pettis bat first.™ Stubtng
said. “He leads off and we have
maybe [10 to 115 runs and 70 sto-
len bases.”

P

Then, Stubing spent another

night watching Pettis swing from
the ears and miss—and he sighed,
“We've got & lot of work ahead of
ﬁ.q

TOM SINGER
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at a Time

getting the respect they deserve.
He attributes the lack of endorse-
ment offers to the Twins as reflec-
tive of the upper Midwest market.
And he doesn't think that’s all bad,
either.

“Look at the New York Giants,”
Kelly said, referring to the winners
of the Super Bowl game in January
1987. *“What did they have, 11
books? But if somebody thruws
$30,000 in your face and asks if you
can write a book, what are you
going to say? No? If you can make
$30,000, it's hard to say no. So you
take the time to do it, maybe when
you should be working out and get-
ting ready for the season.

“Being from the Midwest helps.
If we were in Los Angeles or Ana-
heim or the East Coast it could be
worse.”

Kelly gives a lot of responsibility
to his coaches. “I'm not smart
enough to do it all myself,” he said.
He gives Dick Such almost com-
plete free reign with the pitching
staff. He relies on Rick Stelmaszek
to coordinate spring camp. Rick
Renick and Wayne Terwilliger
‘handle traffic on the basepaths.
And former Twins slugger Tony
Oliva, who has had so much sur-
gery_he doesn't have knees any-
more, is the hitting coach.

During spring training, former
major league manager Ralph Houk
is a member of the staff, offering
opinions and evaluations here and
there and spraying tobacco juice

all over everything. “I'm under a
lot of pressure,” Houk cackles.

Kelly and the coaches also are
very close. Such, for example, had
been under fire before Kelly came
aboard in 87. But the new manager
insisted that Such remain.

“When you see a guy like Dick
Such, who was on the hot seat a
year earlier, you realize what it
means to win,” Kelly said. That
was his response when he was
asked what was the best part of
winning the World Series.

Kelly went on to say, “When you
see a guy like Twig (Terwilliger),
who won't leave the clubhouse,
who is still in front of his locker
crying at 2 a.m., still in uniform . ..

That's what I enjoy about winning.”

It's the same with the players, a
talented bunch of cut-ups who
worry about one another more
than about themselves as individ-
uals. Ask Kirby Puckett about win-

ning and he'll say he was happy for

the guys like Joe Niekro, who have
been around awhile.

“I've only played four years,
man,” Puckett said, almost as if he

doesn't yet deserve a champion-
ship.

“]1 have never seen a bunch of
guys so loose,” Puckett added.
“There is a great camaraderie
here. We love being around each
other, Guys on other teams tell me
everybody goes their separate
ways. Everybody here goes with
everyone else. You have nine and
10 guys going someplace together.”

As for just how loose this group
is, consider this: In the seventh
game of the World Series, as Min-
nesota trailed, 2-1, in the fifth in-
ning at the Metrodome, the Twins
were busy pulling-off an elaborate
prank on veteran public address
announcer Bob Casey.

“Can you imagine?"” Casey said.
still getting indignant at the
thought of it. “The seventh game of
the World Series. What if we had
lost?”

Casey is stationed in a tunnel be-
hind home plate. Should he need to
use the restroom facilities, he must
scoot over to the Twins' dugout.
Between halves of the fifth inning
last October 25, Casey ran over
there, figuring he had two minutes
and 30 seconds of ABC commercial
time before having to be back at
his post to announce the next bat-
ter.

But the Twins locked him in the
john until 10 seconds before air
time! On being released, Casey an-
grily raced back to his post, where
his phone was ringing furiously. He
grabbed it and barked a hello, only
to get an earful of shaving cream.
Livid, he grabbed a nearby towel to
wipe off his ear, only to get a head-
ful of shaving cream.

Even home plate umpire Dave
Phillips was laughing so hard he
nearly fell down. Meanwhile, the
next hitter was waiting to be an-
nounced.

"l was so damn mad,” Casey
says even today.

No matter. Casey made an ap--

pearance at camp in Orlando, Fla.,
this spring and was greeted by
Renick, whose hand was out-
stretched as if he were welcoming
a brother. Casey responded to the
greeting—only to get a handful of
shaving cream.

Of course, there was the time
that Gladden, whom Hrbek calls
Wrench “because he looks like he
just crawled out from under your
car,” had Tom Brunansky paged in
an exclusive restaurant so he could
give him an earful of shaving
cream on the house phone.

Loose bunch? Hrbek wants to try
professional wrestling when he is
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done playing ball but can't decide if
he wants to be a good guy or a bad
guy. Gladden has been gquoted as
saying his hero was Evel Knievel,

Blyleven enjoys personally test-
ing a teammate’s soup with his fin-
gers, while Viola might toss his
chewing gum into the mix for tex-
fure.

The thing to remember about
these guys, though, is that they can
play. First of all, they can catch the
ball. When somebody hits it,
chances are one of the Twins will
catch it unless it goes over the
fence.

Minnesota made fewer errors

_than any team in the league last

season. The Twins can cover a lot
of ground, from the acrobatic field-
ing of Hrbek at first, to Gary Gaet-
ti's diving stops at third, to Puck-
ett's leaping over the center field
fence to pull down what would
have been a home run.

Secondly, they can hit the ball.
They always could. From the days
of Harmon Killebrew and Oliva
and Zoilo Versalles, the Twins al-
ways had enough offense.

Whether the Twins have enough
pitching is the question mark in
1988. They think they do. Others
are skeptical.

“How can anyone count this
team -out?” Houk asked. “This team
has a lot of ingredients. Nobody
had a career year last season.
Everybody just played to about
what they are capable of doing.
They won 85 games and the fact
that they've been there will help. 1
know they are capable of winning
10 more. '

“It's just that people don’t know
these players yet. In Minnesota,
there arent as many newspapers
or as much TV and radio coverage
as there are in other places. But
you talk to baseball people and
they know these players. It's just
people outside of baseball that
count out this teant.”

And Kelly doesn't buy the theory
that opposing teams gear up to
play the pennant winner. -

“That’s bull,” he said in his most
pleasant tone. “We-played the Bos-
ton Red Sox, the American League

_champs, last year and there was no

difference between piaying them
or- the New York Yankees or the
California Angels. No team gets up
for one team any more than an-
other.

“We're just going to do the best
we can.”

The Twins will be taking it one
game at a time.- And they’ll be
careful answering the phone, too.
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I{Erby Pu::katt is happy just being “Stub.”

Meet Stub, Cult Figure

TWIN CITIES—Kirby Pucket
may have been the most popular
player in Florida this spring. The
mere mention of his name at
Tinker Field in Orlando sent the
fans into a convulsive state. Even
the name itself has potential cult-
figure status written all over it.

I hear it,”” the Minnesota
Twins' center fieider said of the
cheers. 'l wish | knew why,

- though. I really wish 1 knew why.

Maybe it's because of my body.”

A 58, 220-pound bundie.of en-
ergy, Puckett cuts a less-than-
dashing figure. With that barrel
chest and 1814-inch neck, it's easy
to see why some teammates call
him Stub. He looks more like the
guy who paid his five bucks to get
into the park.

*“Part of it could be the type of
body he has,” General Manager
Andy MacPhail said. "It is so
atypical. But he's not heavy. He is
in the top half of the team in
(lowest) percentage of body fat. *

*“1 think basically that he is just
the type of personality that
makes you smile. He has an effer-
vescent, ingratiating personality.
Kirby is a very warm, very gen-
uine person. If he had been play-
ing in New York or Los Angeles,
they would be building statues to
him.”

Also, it helps a guy’s popularity
to hit like the devil and make
leaping catches in the outfield.
Puckett also hit between .350 and
.400 for most of spring training.

“I'm ready to go.” he Kept say-
ing. 1 came to camp in good

: shape. Better than I usually do.”

Puckett says there are several
reasons for that. For one thing,
he signed a $1.09 million contract
for '88. He wants everyone lo
know there will be .no complacen-
cy.

“It's so easy to let it get out of
hand, especially living in Minne-
sota where there's not that much

to do,” Puckett said of staying in

shape—his Kind of shape, any-
way. “Then all you hear about is,
‘Can you repeal? Can you re-
peat?” It makes you want to do
better. You can't just sit back and
not do anything, because then
nothing will happen. I want to be
ready.”

The Twins would accept his
1987 numbers: a .332 average, 207
hits, 28 home runs and 99 RBIs.
He is the only player in the
majors to have 200-plus hits and
25-plus homers in each of the last
w0 seasons.

Puckett had the highest road
batting average in the majors at
362 and his .339 batting average
against lefthanders was the high-
est of any player since 1975,

“Il take these again,” he said
of the 87 numbers. “Why not? Of
course, you can always get a little
better. There's always room for
improvement.”

Puckett is living proof of thal.
During the 84 and 85 seasons, he
hit a grand total of four home
runs. Over the 86 and 87 seasons
he hit 59.

Still, he virtually never refuses
an autograph request and is as
popular with teammates as he is
with the fans. If he has an enemy
in the world, it would be.an op-
posing pitcher.

“l don't mean to pul‘. wnrl:ls in
anyone else's mouth, but it's hard
to imagine Kirby Puckett happier
playing anyplace else,” MacPhail -
said. “I think he likes it here. He
likes his teammates and every-
thing eise is secondary.”

Puckett takes issue with those
critics who rule out the Twins for
88,

. “I don't care about them, man,”
Puckett said. "Those are the
same experts who picked us to do
nothing last year. They don't
know anything. Let's just see
what happens.”
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