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The baseball Hall of Fame
inducts bert blyleven
by Alex Halsted

S tanding there with his glove in southern California 
was a 10-year-old boy by the name of Rik Aalbert 
Blyleven. He stood waiting for his father to arrive 

home from work, eagerly anticipating a game of catch.

A GAme of CAtCh
It was 1955 when Blyleven’s father, Joe, got a job straighten-
ing car bumpers in California. One year later, when Bert was 
six-years old, he and the rest of his family—comprised of six 
other siblings—moved to America too. There on the West 
Coast his family would start a new life, and Blyleven would 
pick up his father’s newly found passion for the game of 
baseball. 

“My dad became a great Dodger fan and a lot of times he 
wouldn’t go to sleep until he found out how the Dodgers did,” 
Blyleven recalled. “Most of the games were on the radio and 
we would just sit there and listen to it.”

By listening to the Dodgers on the radio with his father, 
and by watching pitching greats Sandy Koufax and Don 
Drysdale, Blyleven’s love for the game strengthened. Seeing 
Koufax pitch live one summer only made his childhood dream 
more evident: to one day grace the same fields as his idols.

“In the games Koufax pitched, he had incredible career 
numbers in a short period of time because of injuries,” 
Blyleven said. “One time I saw him pitch and I thought, 
‘That’s what I’d like to do one day.’”

Hearing games on the radio and watching the game’s 
best in action wasn’t enough. Every child imagines taking the 
same field as the players they grow up admiring. But not every 
child turns that dream into reality. 

What would eventually turn that dream into a reality for 
Blyleven were those nightly games of catch with his father. 
No matter how tired he might be from a long day, Joe was 
always ready to put on his glove and toss the ball around the 
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yard. With repetition, Bert’s throws 
became increasingly harder—stinging 
his father’s hand—and the curveball that 
he practiced on the side became a little 
bit nastier. 

The boy born in Zeist, 
Netherlands, grew up fast, and the 
games of catch started to pay off as he 
began high school. Blyleven starred on 
the Santiago High School team, and ran 
cross-country to build endurance. By his 
junior and senior seasons, his work on 
the mound brought scouts to Garden 
Grove. 

“I knew as a junior and senior in 
high school that scouts were looking at 
my talents and I had the opportunity to 
be drafted,” Blyleven said. “I thought the 
Braves would draft me because a scout 
from their organization followed me 
more than anybody from the Twins.”

A DreAm reAlizeD
In June 1969, Blyleven’s dream became a reality. In the third 
round of the amateur draft, Minnesota selected the Dutch 
pitcher.

“I was very excited [when the Twins selected me] because 
I had the opportunity to play the game I love,” Blyleven said. 
“I didn’t know about the Twins organization, because it wasn’t 
really a team a guy in southern California follows closely. 
Once I signed at 18 years old, I had no idea where my career 
would go. You have no idea if you’ll make it, but I was just 
happy with the opportunity to sign.”

Not long after the Twins added him to their organiza-
tion, Blyleven took the mound as a professional pitcher. In 
1969, he pitched in both the rookie league and Single A. 
Out of high school, Blyleven already had a curveball to wow 
opposing hitters, and the Twins quickly took notice, inviting 
him to spring training prior to the 1970 season. 

“I had a year where I did well between rookie ball and 
Single A,” Blyleven said. “What helped me was having the 
opportunity to go to spring training after my first year. In 
spring training, I had a chance to rub shoulders with Jim 
Perry and Jim Kaat; and the pitching coach Marv Grissom 
and manager Bill Rigney.”

Rigney quickly fell in love with Blyleven and his 
repertoire, and the youngster was sent to Triple A to begin the 
1970 season. Injuries nagged the Twins’ pitching staff early on 
that year, and after only 21 appearances in the minor leagues, 
and still a teenager at 19, Blyleven got the call. He would 

soon stand on the mound in the major leagues just as he had 
watched Koufax do only a decade earlier.

“I was sent to Triple A out of spring training and then 
injuries gave me the opportunity to come up and that gave me 
a window,” Blyleven said of the chance. “I opened it up, went 
through it and never looked back.”

riSinG to StArDom
On June 5, 1970, Blyleven trotted out to the hill for the 
first time with ‘Twins’ written across his chest. To the plate 
stepped Lee Maye of Washington, the first batter of the game. 
On a 3-2 count, Maye blasted the ball over the fence for a 
home run. Blyleven’s first game didn’t start the way he would 
have hoped, but it ended just fine as he lasted seven innings, 
allowing only that first inning run, while collecting his first 
major league victory. 

“He’s got a fine arm. He knows how to pitch,” said the 
game’s #3 hitter Frank Howard, according to a 1985 article in 
Sports Illustrated. “It’s hard to say anything based on one game, 
but he looks like he’s got a great future ahead of him.”

Little did anybody know at the time, but there would be 
many more victories to follow. 

Still a teenager, Blyleven was living the dream during 
his rookie season. He won 10 games on the way to being 
named the American League Rookie Pitcher of the Year by 
The Sporting News. With his help, the Twins made it to the 
postseason, and Blyleven pitched in the playoffs before the 
Twins were eventually eliminated that October. 

In his next two seasons, Blyleven won a total of 33 games 
while nearing 40 starts and 300 innings pitched each year. He Ph
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Blyleven began his Twins career as a 19-year-old.
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was still in his early twenties, but the boy who taught himself 
how to throw a curveball was now doing damage with it in the 
major leagues.

Blyleven truly made his mark in 1973, which most look at 
as his best season. The signs of this were obvious early, when 
Blyleven tossed a complete game victory on Opening Day.

By the end of that fourth season, Blyleven had gone the 
distance 25 times, and thrown an unfathomable nine shutouts. 
He won 20 games for the first and only time in his career, and 
made the All-Star Game. But there was no Cy Young Award 
for Blyleven that season; the writers handed it to Jim Palmer. 

Over the next few seasons in Minnesota, Blyleven contin-
ued to soar. But as free agency came into the picture in 1976, 
owner Calvin Griffith was unwilling to meet Blyleven’s salary 
demands—even giving him a lowball offer—and it quickly 
became clear that Blyleven was headed elsewhere. 
Blyleven was traded to Texas on the first day of 
June that season.

For a few seasons Blyleven pitched for the 
Rangers, before moving on to Pittsburgh. In 
1979, as the Pirates made it to the World Series, 
Blyleven pitched in the playoffs for the first time 
since his 1970 rookie season. He made two starts, 
and Pittsburgh won the championship to give 
Blyleven the first ring of his career. 

After one more season in Pittsburgh, he was 
sent to Cleveland in 1981, and stayed there until 
1985. On August 1, with a new owner in Carl 
Pohlad, the Twins reacquired their former third-
round draft choice. He was now 34 years old 
and the Twins hadn’t made the playoffs since his 
rookie season. But they were young and primed 
for a breakthrough. 

“I had already played for 16 years, so when 
I got traded from Cleveland to Minnesota, I 
knew they had a very good and young ballclub,” 
Blyleven recalled. “They had brought up guys 
like Gary Gaetti, Kent Hrbek, Kirby Puckett, 
and they traded for Tom Brunansky; what they 
needed was pitching. I was the veteran, and I 
think I took charge and made sure the pitching 
staff was consistent. We won when nobody 
expected us to win.”

Blyleven finished the rest of the 1985 season 
with a winning record in Minnesota, and joined 
an elite group in 1986. On August 1, Blyleven 
struck out Mike Davis to join the 3,000-strikeout 
club, which today has just 16 members. 

In 1987, Blyleven went 15–12, and the Twins 
finally reached the playoffs for the first time since 

1970. He was a key part of the first championship in Twins 
history, winning the second and final ring of his career.

Blyleven pitched for the Angels for a few more seasons 
after the Twins traded him in 1988, but joined Minnesota in 
spring training 1993. He didn’t make the team out of camp, 
and decided to retire prior to the season at the age of 41. 
Through his 22-year career Blyleven racked up numbers that 
put him among the best in baseball history, but it isn’t the 
individual accomplishments that he is most proud of. 

“My most fond memories are not individual things that 
happened such as pitching a no-hitter or striking out 3,000 
hitters; it’s winning the World Series,” Blyleven said. “For a 
player, it’s what you do as a team, and I was fortunate enough 
to be in two World Series with the Pirates and Twins. I’ll 
forever cherish having those trophies and those rings.”
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In 1973, Blyleven not only won 20 games,  
he perfected the “tongue out” move, long before Michael Jordan.



126  |  www.maplestreetpress.com

PieceS of twinS hiStory

Ph
ot

o:
 M

LB
 P

ho
to

s/
G

et
ty

 I
m

ag
es

life After BASeBAll
In more than two decades on the playing field, Blyleven 
became notorious for his pranks in the clubhouse and well-
known for his ability to work deep into ballgames. These 
two traits made his wager with pitcher Johan Santana during 
the 2007 season understandable. He put his hair on the line 
while betting Santana that he wouldn’t toss a complete game 
shutout. After the two-time Cy Young winner completed the 
task, it surprised nobody to see Blyleven with his head shaven 
in the clubhouse prior to the next night’s game.

Now long gone from his playing days, Blyleven has made 
a mark in the booth as the color commentator for Minnesota’ 
television broadcasts. The veteran prankster—who became 
known for the hotfoot, a prank involving fire and a teammate’s 
shoelaces—has taken his flamboyance to the air across the 
upper Midwest. 

The Twins were in Kansas City in the midst of a road 
trip during the summer of 2002, and in the booth was a newly 
purchased telestrator meant to help the broadcasters describe 
a play. Blyleven had other ideas. In a slow-moving game, 

Blyleven decided to circle a Twins fan in the upper deck, 
calling out, “You are hereby circled!”

During the team’s next stop in Detroit, Blyleven did the 
same to a fan who brought a sign pleading to be circled. When 
the Twins arrived back at the Metrodome after the series, the 
idea of being circled became a full-blown phenomenon. Signs 
were everywhere, and year after year they have continued 
to follow the team at every stop, with Blyleven putting his 
signature blue circle around fans each step of the way. 

Through the team’s inaugural season at Target Field in 
2010, Blyleven has been a broadcaster for the team for 15 
seasons. Though he used to take the mound at intervals of 
four to five days, Blyleven now enjoys the daily grind that 
comes with his most recent career in the game.

“What I like about broadcasting is that I’m there every 
night,” he said. “As a pitcher, I pitched every fourth or fifth 
day, but now I get to watch and talk about the game of base-
ball every day. I love what I do, and I enjoy watching young 
kids compete and fight for the World Series.” 

For Blyleven, a career in broadcasting has become just 
as profound as the career that preceded it. In the eyes of a 
younger generation who have no memories of Blyleven on the 
mound in the 1970s and 1980s, he has become best known as 
“Circle Me Bert.” 

And for Blyleven, that’s perfectly fine, because it never 
has been about what title might come before his name.

home At lASt
Five years after Blyleven officially called it a career, the clock 
started ticking on his Hall of Fame candidacy. In his first year 
of eligibility, he received 83 votes. Over time, that number 
slowly but surely continued to rise. After five years on the 
ballot, and with one decade left to make it to Cooperstown, 
Blyleven was up to just 145 votes and 29% in 2003. That year, 
Rich Lederer of BaseballAnalysts.com wrote his first article 
supporting Bert’s cause.

“It’s very rewarding to have certain people like Rich 
Lederer look at your numbers and compare them to people 
already in the Hall of Fame, and fight for your cause,” 
Blyleven said. “It has been a roller-coaster ride to have the 
naysayers, but I realize that the writers have the right to say 
yes or no, and I came close in 2010.” 

When Blyleven called it a career after more than two 
decades on the hill, he had put together astonishing numbers. 
He ranks fifth all time with 3,701 strikeouts, ninth all time 
with 60 shutouts, 14th all time with 4,970 innings pitched, 
and 27th all time with 287 victories. 

Through the years, writers voting “no” had often cited 
Blyleven’s lack of a Cy Young Award, his long career, and his 
287 victories as reasons. Supporters have jumped quickly 

Besides donning his new team’s infamous stovepipe hat, 
Blyleven won his first championship ring with the Pirates.
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to his side with alternative arguments—including the fact 
that on 178 occasions, Blyleven put forth a quality start, yet 
received a no decision or lost. Had Blyleven won just 13 of 
those games and reached 300 victories, he would have joined 
the select group of former players long ago. 

Support by Lederer and others that began extensively in 
2003 helped Blyleven slowly move to the 75% mark needed 
for admittance. In 2010, Blyleven sat and waited for that 
anticipated call; and received it. 

The call, however, didn’t bring the good news; instead, 
Blyleven was told that he was less than 1% or five lone votes 
short of admittance, sitting at 74.2%. After waiting 13 years 
for the call, Blyleven would need to wait at least one more.

“I guess when you have the last name Blyleven and went 
through a 13-year ride,” Blyleven said while pausing with a 
laugh, “Blyleven in 2011 has a nice ring to it.”

 The writers thought so too, and on January 5, 2011, 
Blyleven received another call. This time it brought news 
that on his 14th ballot, and with just one more year of 
eligibility remaining after it, Blyleven would be able to add 
“Hall of Famer” to his name, and join former idol Koufax in 
Cooperstown. But as it has often gone with Blyleven, the title 
isn’t what it’s all about.

“Being inducted into the Hall of Fame is probably a 

player’s ultimate dream,” Blyleven said. “Does it change me 
walking into a room? I guess it puts something with your 
name like, ‘That’s Hall of Famer Bert Blyleven,’ but it won’t 
change me as a person, and hopefully it doesn’t change the 
people around me.”

What certainly won’t change are the numbers that 
Blyleven posted over the course of his 22-year career, 
including 11 seasons in a Twins uniform. Blyleven had a blast 
playing the game he grew to love as a child in the front yard, 
and nothing will ever change those moments. 

“When I talk to my mother, she already has me in 
her Hall of Fame, and that’s important to me,” Blyleven 
concluded. “I had a chance to play a kids’ game for 22 years 
and wear silly uniforms and silly hats. And I had a lot of great 
memories that I won’t be able to bring back, but they’ll be in 
my mind and in my thoughts forever.”

And in the summer of 2011, Blyleven will be able to make 
a few new memories as he stands on the stage with baseball’s 
greatest players. Those late-night games of catch with his 
father paid off, and Blyleven finally made it home by ’11.  MSP

Alex Halsted has written for Twins Magazine, Dugout Splinters, and Game-

Day Magazine. His book 100 Things Twins Fans Should Know & Do Before 

They Die was published in March.

As a broadcaster, Blyleven started a “Circle Me Bert” craze with his telestrator.




