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Spanning 
the Outfield
dreams, Baseball,  
and Mentoring
by Alex Halsted

S pring training is a time for baseball down south and warm 
weather. It’s a time for teams to start anew and baseball to 

take off. It’s a time for small stadiums and new names. Most of 
all however, spring training is a time for old players to earn new 
chances, and young players to get their first.

As spring training kicked off prior to the 2008 season, it 
did so without several familiar names in the Minnesota Twins’ 
spring home of Fort Myers, Florida. There was no Johan 
Santana, and there was no longer a perennial Gold Glove 
center fielder. With Torii Hunter packed and off to Anaheim, 
the Twins began spring training for the first time since 1999 
without the center fielder in place. 

Instead, players arrived in late February, and the 
competition began for a chance to take over legendary ground 
in Minneapolis. The newly acquired and highly touted Carlos 
Gomez, who the Twins received as one of four players for 

Santana, as well as Jason Pridie, acquired from the Tampa 
Bay Rays, joined the team’s former first-round draft choice, 
Denard Span, as the competitors. 

After working his way to Double A and then Triple 
A during the two previous years, Denard Span arrived at 
Hammond Stadium in February of 2008 looking to take 
charge in the race and win a spot he so desperately wanted. 

“My thoughts [going into spring training] were that 
I’m going to have to fight for what I’ve wanted and dreamed 
about since I was five years old,” Span said.

The race quickly became two-headed as the young, 
speedy center fielders, Gomez and Span, took charge and 
showed energy in the outfield. After several weeks of compe-
tition, and with one week remaining before the start of the 
season, the Twins optioned Span to Rochester—effectively 
giving Gomez the starting job. 
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Span took the news hard, felt he deserved to win the 
battle, and was upset. Yet at 24 years old, he was far from 
ready to give up on a childhood dream. “I felt like I did 
everything I was asked to do,” said Span. “It was very tough 
being sent back to Rochester. I was thinking that I didn’t put 
forth over 20 years of hard work for nothing.”

Dreaming
Growing up in Tampa, Span knew from a young age that 
baseball was his passion. He began playing America’s pastime 
as he started school, and his dream quickly became very clear.

“I began playing baseball at the age of five, and I grew 
up watching the great Atlanta Braves teams from the ’90s,” 
Span recalls, “I believe my dream started at the same age from 
watching the Braves.”

Since he first took the field as a youngster, Span hasn’t 
stepped off. He played through little league and shared the 
same dream nearly every youngster plays out in the front 
yard growing up. “When I was a kid,” Span said, “I always 
dreamed of hitting the winning hit or making the game-
winning shot.”

Span has had several opportunities to do those things 
with his many appearances on the lineup card through the 
years. With age came progression, and Span moved from 
the little league rosters to the high school roster at Tampa 
Catholic. 

There, Span did nothing more than help his team to a 
state championship, earning personal honors along the way. 
After winning a state title, Span was selected as a member of 
the 2001 Junior Pan Am Games team where the United States 
took silver and Span was named to the all-tournament team. 

On The Farm
Shortly after the games, at just 18 years old, the Twins made 
Span the 20th pick of the first round in the 2002 amateur 
draft. The awards and first-round selection blew Span away. 
“Being drafted was an unbelievable feeling,” Span said about 
the section, “To have a dream actually come true, especially 
at the age of 18, was mind blowing.”

Over the next years, Span began his journey into profes-
sional baseball. The path to the major leagues began in 2003 
when he took the field for the Elizabethton Twins. Two years 
later, Span was 21 years old and ending his season with the 
Double A New Britain Rock Cats.

The pressure on Span was immense. He was compared 
to Torii Hunter from draft day, and was rated as a top 
prospect. Not even 24 hours after being selected by the Twins 
in the amateur draft, the comparisons to the team’s current 
center fielder began. USA Today wrote of Span, “He’s a long-
range project like Twins’ centerfielder Torii Hunter was.”

Like Hunter, he was projectable and promising. Baseball 
America rated Span as the organization’s fifth-best prospect in 
2003, seventh-best in 2004, and sixth-best in 2006. 

Despite the watchdog eye placed on Span by fans and 
baseball personnel, he pressed on. He played the entire 
2006 season at Double A, and then the entire 2007 season 
at Triple A before he received his first shot at making the 
major league roster. 

Span felt the pressure for six seasons before his first big 
chance came, but through the ups and downs, he heeded 
some of his own advice. “Never give up no matter the cir-
cumstances,” Span said of his logic. “And also just work hard, 
because I’m a firm believer that hard work pays off.”

menTOring
The center field tradition in Minneapolis is rich, and so too is 
the mentoring tradition that has played out among the players 
over almost two full decades. 

After helping the Twins win their first World Series 
title in 1987 and then their second in 1991, center fielder 
Kirby Puckett went from being a 27-year-old rising star, to a 

Denard Span believes in working hard. That doesn’t mean 
there isn’t time for play.
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34-year-old veteran leader when he began talking with Torii 
Hunter during spring training in 1994. 

Hunter had been drafted the previous year by Minnesota 
with the 20th pick in the first round. He quickly was regarded 
as Puckett’s replacement, and when he arrived at his first big 
league camp, Puckett was there waiting. The future Hall of 
Famer regularly took Hunter out for dinner and picked up 
the bill. He helped Hunter on the field, provided him with 
family advice, and asked for one thing in return: Help the 
next guy. 

Hunter had his first big chance to live up to Kirby’s 
hopes when Denard Span was drafted in 2002, and more so 
when Span reached out to him a few years later. The two 
players were eerily similar: Both had been selected in the 20th 
slot of the first round; Hunter was rated a top-ten prospect 
four times, while Span earned the honor three times; and it 
took Hunter five minor league seasons to earn his first chance 
at making the majors, while it took Span six. 

The exact relationship that Puckett and Hunter had 
shared ten years earlier was now beginning again. Hunter 
had gone from the 18-year-old being mentored, to the 

26-year-old mentor. “Torii began mentoring me the day I 
first met him at the Metrodome in 2002,” Span recalled. 
“It was a surreal feeling to have an All-Star actually keep in 
touch with me.”

Just like Puckett, Hunter was waiting when Span reached 
out to him after the 2006 season had concluded. The two 
worked out at Hunter’s home in the offseason, and the 
relationship continued into spring training. 

From Puckett to Hunter to Span, the mentoring in 
Minnesota became a slowly evolving tradition. Kirby asked 
just one thing of Torii, and in return, Torii asked Denard 
for just one thing: to treat the next guy the same way. 
Mentoring in Minnesota has become a lot like a game of “Pay 
it Forward.” One player receives a favor—advice, tips and 
friendship—and in return passes it on to the next player.

In 2007, the Minnesota Twins used their first-round 
selection on center fielder Ben Revere, and in 2008 they 
selected center fielder Aaron Hicks with their first choice. 
Both players face the same pressure Span did as he moved 
through the system. They’ve both been touted as top-five 
prospects, and each are expected to pay big dividends for the 
organization. 

Kirby Puckett started the mentoring tradition as his 
career neared an end, Torii Hunter passed it along years later, 
and Denard Span has begun passing along the deed now 
that he too has the opportunity. “I keep in touch with Ben 
[Revere] throughout the season and also a little during the 
offseason,” said Span. “Last spring training was the first time 
that I was able to take him and some others out to eat and 
mentor them like Torii did with others and me when I was 
younger.”

From one generation to the next, the stories seem nearly 
identical: Players with experience in professional baseball 
have taken up the task of pushing young draft picks through 
the difficult journey. Span has accepted the task that Torii 
bestowed him with, and he hopes the tradition will live on. 
“I believe [the tradition] must continue,” said Span. “Torii 
always told me that when I got older and took his job, to pass 
the torch to the next young guy.”

PerSevering
The day Denard Span was demoted back to the minors, miss-
ing an opportunity to take over his mentor’s ground in center 
field, was difficult. Span had worked for six seasons for the 
very opportunity he had just missed, and now he was headed 
back to Triple A.

“It was very difficult because I felt in my heart that I was 
ready for the majors,” Span said of the demotion. “I had to 
put my feelings to the side and prove to the world that, in my 
eyes, I was a big league player.”

The Twins centerfielders’ “Pay It Forward” philosophy was 
manifested in Torii Hunter’s mentoring of Span.
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The demotion was so difficult that Span wondered if the 
missed opportunity was it, if his career was dwindling at just 
24 years old. In that time of hurt, however, came a call from 
his mentor, Torii Hunter. “Initially I questioned if I wanted 
to continue playing, and I was also disgusted because I knew 
that I had given the organization all I had for five years,” Span 
said. “Torii was encouraging like he always is.”

Instead of giving up on a childhood dream, Span took 
the demotion as motivation to work harder and prove he 
belonged. His opportunity came just over one week after 
the conclusion of spring training, when right fielder Michael 
Cuddyer was placed on the disabled list with a finger injury. 
“It was an emotional feeling because I had almost given up on 
my dream a week before when I was demoted,” Span said of 
the call-up. 

The stay would be short for Span as he was demoted 
three weeks later when Cuddyer returned healthy. But the 
opportunity to play in the same outfield that his mentor did 
kept him going. “I knew the situation of me being there,” 
Span said. “I was just happy I finally got a chance.”

A chance is what Span would fully get when Cuddyer hit 
the disabled list in the midst of a pennant race at the end of 
June. Span was recalled, and he became an integral part of the 
lineup as the Twins fought for a division title. He played in 
93 games for the big league club in 2008 after missing the cut 

months earlier during spring training. His .294 average and 
other eye-catching numbers earned him the Bill Boni Award, 
given to the Twins’ most outstanding rookie.

A year that started so poorly finished with Span leading 
off in Game 163 for a chance to go to the playoffs. A year 
later in 2009, Span arrived at spring training having proven 
his worth. 

Span will be the starting center fielder when the 
Minnesota Twins begin a new era in Target Field during the 
2010 season. In a short period of time he’s overcome a dif-
ficult demotion and become a mainstay in the Twins lineup. 

There is no bitterness on Span’s part for being over-
looked back in 2008; he believes it all happened for a reason, 
and he’s excited for the future. “I believe that God has a plan 
for everyone,” Span said. “I feel like he put me through that 
situation to prepare me for where I am today. So that I give 
my all and appreciate every moment in the big leagues.

“I just want to continue to get better each year and 
become one of the best in the game. I also want to be able 
to help others and bless them because God has blessed me 
tremendously.”  MSP

Alex Halsted has written for Minnesota GameDay, Dugout Splinters, and 
Twins Magazine. He follows the Minnesota Twins closely from “A Voice 
From Twins Territory” at Twins-Territory.com.

Like previous Twins centerfielders, Span prides himself on his defense.




