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kirby puckett 19602006

Baseball tale
of joy sank
intoa story
of tragedy

< SOUNAN FROM A

He chattered in the clubhouse and
in the hatting cage and all through
thiat day's spring training gams
ting tun hics off Atlanta logend Grog
Maddux and calling to him from sec-
ond base, "How you doin’, Pleasso’

Mirddusx laughed, Puckett Linghed
harder, because he felt as good as he
ever bisd.

Puckett had worked out with a
petsonal trainer that winter for the
First time in his carcer, adding tone
to an upper body that already baast-
ed bnseball's beefiest forearms,

Tl loft the Twins clubhouse that
day needling everyone in his path,
reminding everyone why he was the
best leader ever (o pay Minnesola
REALE (NCOME Lases.

About 13 hours later he woke up
next to his wife and asked why he
oouldn't see har,

“Tne Twins were scheduled w break
camp that day. Puckerr went to the hall-
park with his bags packed and t
torhis manager, Tom Kelly, va.walk-\!
intes the coachies room and had his
bied bt e

“We've got problems, boys” Kelly
said, “Puck ean’ see ot of his right eye.”

A cvach asked if Puckett had tried
eyedrops
Kelly frowned and said, "This is
sexious, boys. | mean, Puck can' see
out afhis right eye."

In July of 96, Puckett underwent
career-ending eve surgery and, ar a
e conferene at which almost every
«one but Puckett cried, he told us, “To-
morrew s not promised to any of us.

Far the restofhis life, Puckett's to-
marrows served as painful reminders
of his yesterdays.

He became our Roy Hobbs, our
King Lear.

Shakespeare didn’t write iragedies
about the middle class, He toppled
monarehs, and if ever Minnesota en-
joped the presence of sporting royalty,
itwas in the cubist form of Puck:

It was Puck who made possible
Minnesata's two most celebrated pro
sporls championships — the Twins'
‘Warld Series victories in 1987 and "9
Puckett won the pivotal Game Gofthe
01 Series with the catch and blast that
nation in on our little secret,
Before

« PUCKETT FROM Al

He led the Twins 1o the Word
Series in 1987 and 1991, lesping in-
to walls as their center fielder and

belicd his

da no wrong in the eyes of Minneso-
tans, in the eyes of a nation of base
‘ball fans. Fle had survived Chicago's
projects to become a symbol of hustle
and determination. After that morn-
ing, life became harder for Puckett
than sustained silence.

Aman of enormous appetites who
took refuge and delight in nc boys-

will-be-boys world of the big-le
bhasehall clubhouse, who trmtrd the
world like a postgame huffet, Puckett
striggled to replace the heady mis of
banhomie and support that baseball
had alveays provided,

Te hecame a Twins vice president
“That didn't work out.

His wife divorced Puckett, sccus-
ing him of everything sbort of viclat
ing the Patriot Act.

A worman in a bar cast an sccusic
tion. Puckett was soquitted.

His onee-pristine reputation thus
stained, the man kaown us much
his smile as his swing became, in tenms
of thie Minnesota public, a recluse.

T and the Twins couldn't agnee on
a new role for him in the onganiztion.
e loft Minnesata, settling inScottsdale,
Arz, stemingly happy enouph, but to
therse who idolized him, our basehal he-
ro i become i cautionary tale,

Tuckett gained weight on his al-
ready oval figure, Friends said be
still fashed that spotlight smil
brake glass with that high-pitched
laugh, but no longer looked like the
man wha had hurled himself against
the Metrodome Plexiglas, .
if that famous derrie

Iy in spring rraining to shed his win-
ter pounds, to set an example for his
teammates. As & citizen, he had no
such incentive, no such outlet,

Our baseball hero had his Hall of
Fame career, then his altered life, cur
short

Tomorrow is nar promised to any
ofus.

Puck's poeiry hecame prophecy,
and that is the stuff of tragedy.

simSauhan g2n be heard Sundays
10 10 . e on KSTR A% 1500
Fsouhanstacibuecom

swinging wi
stacky, 58 frame.

is is @ sad day for the Minne:
sota Twins, Major League Rasehall
and bascball fans evenywhere” Twins
owner Carl Pohlad said ina statement.
“Eloise and I loved Kirby deeply: Kir-
by's impact on the Twins

tion, the state of Minnesota and L\y-m
Midwest is significant and goes well
beyond his role in helping the Twins
win two world championships.*

Puckeet was given List rites and died
Monday sficmoon, hospital spokes
waman Kimberly Lodge toldthe Asso-
clated Press. He wanted his ongans to
be donated. In a statement, family and
friends thanked fans for their pryers

Puckett often said he played cvery
game as if it were bis last, and sure
enough, on March 28, 1996, he awoke
with blurred vision in his right eye.

He never played again. He was
found o have glaucoma and retired
on July 12, 1996.

For the next five years, Puckett re-
madned a smiling fixture on the Min
NESDCA Soene, WOrking as an exe
tive vice president for the Twins in

amhassadorial rale.

102001, he became a first-ballot in-
ductee into the Basehall Hall of Fame
with 2,304 career hits, 10 All-Star se-
lections and six Gold Glove Awards.

Not all was as well in Puckent's
personal life. His seemingly impec-

ible (mage began totamish in 2000,
s detuils emerged from divorce pro
ceedings with his wife, Tomya Py
ctt, who alleged that he had abused
her and threatened to kill her.

Puckett said it wasn't troe, but al-
legations from other women soon
followed. He relinquished most ties
to the Twins, moved his permanent
residence to Arizona and disap-
peared from the public view:

Meteoric rise

Puckett grew up in the Robert
T: tomes, a housing project on
Chicago's South Side, He received
1o scholarship offers, so be went to
work after high school on an assem-
bly line for Ford Motor Co.

“T never forgot where 1 came
from™ Puckett said when he was
clected tn the Hall of Fame.

‘The Twins drafied him in 1982,

RICHPILLING + Misjor Lesggue Baseball via Gelty Inages
Kirby Puckert made few public appearances in recent years but he was in Cooperstown, NY, Last year for the Basehall Hall of Fame inductions.

Pohlad: Asad day for baseball

D p—

Members of the Twin Cities media gathered outside the Phoenix haspita)

wihere Puciet

and be reached the big luum on
May B, 1984, He

sutfering &

 before

“You couldn't hear y\mr!n[fthnk

rival by getting four hi

California Angels
Puckett Jore piled up quickly in

1987, when he led che Twins in hies as

to- two deficit against St. Lowis in the
best-of-seven Workd Series and won
their first championship. He now

u d style,

“A 7- or B-year.

the game would pick him out, and
he just loaled different” sportseast
er Bob Costas said. “He had an
fection for the game, and there was 3
kind of energy about it that was fun,

“Tm sure he took it seriousty. You
have 10 ke it seriously in onder 16 be
w great player, but there was nothing
i about che way he went about i

In1991. the Toins aggain found them
seives trailing in the World Seriesthree
games to two, this time to Atlanta.

But Puckett went around celling
teammates (o hop on his back for
Game 6, that he would carry them to
wictory. Then he delivered two sig-
Rature moments.

First, he made a leaping catch
sgainst the Metrodome's umf::ld
Plexiglas in the third
robbed Ron Gant of an extra. hase
it saving a run from scoring. Then,
in the Iith inning, Puckert became
the ninth player in major league his-
tory to wina Workd Series game with

park,” former
coach Terry Cnml:r said Monday.
“Kirby was on deck. The manager
went to the mound, and Kirby said
0 me, 'If they leave this guy in the
fune, the game s over”

“... Puckett hit a home run, round-
od the bases, and as | went to shake
hands with him, he gave me a bear
o and said, "Crow, T told your That
will stay in my mind forever”

Sudden end

Duckert turned 36 during spring
training in 1996 and continued totor-
ment l"lapelrull League pitching.

On March 27, he went 2-for-3,
mising his spring average to .
The next day, Puckett woke up and
coukin't see Tonya, though she was
sitting Fight next to hi

Three laser surgerics later, Pucket
knew he would never be able to see
well enough to play again. His right

i i i sused

plays with it — played with it. And
Paul Moliter and Knobby [Chuck
Knoblauch] and all you guys play
with it. Juse don't take it for grantod
because you never know, Tomorrow
s not promised to any of us”

Fall from grace

When Puckett was elected to the
‘Hall of Fame, on Jan. 17, 200 he called
it one of the proudest days of his life.

But the next year, as he and 'Tonya
wereinvolved indivoree proceedings,
ks life began o spieal downwand,

In March 2002, a woman filed an
order for protection against luny.u
Puckett, alleging that Tonya h
threatened to kil ber over an ﬂ-
Jeged offaie with Kirby,

That month, a St. Louis Park wom-
an asked for protection from Kirby
Pucker, saying in court documents
that she had an 18-year relationship
with him and that hie had shoved her
i his Bloomington condominium.

Then, in September 2002, Pu
et was imvolved in a very public in
eident at Redstone American Grill in
Eden Praieie, That time, a woman ae-
cused Puckett of dragyring bher inton
restroom and geabbing her hreast,

After a nine-day trial, a jury raled
Puckett not guilty of false imprison-
ment, fifth-degeee criminal sexual
conduct and fifth-degree assault,

He relinguished bis role as Twins
exeeutive vice president, The team,
which retired Puckett’s jersey in
1997, tried maintaining ties to him,
but he continued to withdraw.

When friends saw him, they grew
increasingly concerned ahout the
weigghe he was putting on his shore
frame, with estimates that he was
well beyond 300 pounds

But for those wha saw him in Ari-
zona at Harmon Killebrew's charity

bra l-h\.k.lr:ul'b[uui vessels,

Hie arvived at his recirement news
confeerence wearing his white No, 34
jersey. He also wore sunglasses cover-
g the gauuze patch over his right eye.
's the last time you're going t©
see Kirby Puckett in a Twins uni-
form.” he said. 1 want to tell you all
ehat Tlove you all o much.

The room was packed with re
porters and Twins play
gave another pep talk:

1 want my

hitting a ch
Charlie Leibrandt over the outfiekl
‘weall and pumping his arms in cele-
bration as he rounded the bases.

1o know ighe now
— when you put the uniform on, you
putiton and you play withpride and
mtegrity. The way that Kent Hrbek

golf in November, there
was renewed hope, Puckett b spo-
fsem of taking hetter care of himself.
Recently, there was news that he
planned to remarry in June

Andthere was always appreciation
of him as a ballplayer and teammate.

“He made me a better coach,”
Crowley said, “He made Tom Kel
Iy probably a better manager. He
made the mediocre hittees on that
team prohably a little better. He was
1p|<d\sur= e really was,

sould have rurned 46 on

Mhn.um survived by twa chil-
drem, Catherine and Kirby Jr, from
s marriage o Tonya.
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