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1No. 34
As fans, we root for players who do the little things. We root for
players who hustle in the field and run out even the easiest ground-
outs. We root for the underdogs who overcome difficult odds to
succeed. We root for the guys who arrive at the ballpark each day
with a smile and greet fans with dignity. We root for the heroes and
the players who say things that make us take a step back and reflect.
When we wanted to root for all of these things at one time, we
rooted for No. 34.

He was so great that his name resonates just by the mention of
his number. The great Bob Casey once announced him like so:
“And now…the greatest Minnesota Twin ever! Number Thirty-
Four…Kirbeeeeee Puckett!” Some called him “Puck,” and some left
it simply at 34. No matter how anyone referred to him, he was a
Twin, and he was the greatest one to ever put on the uniform. 

Puckett’s underdog story began at a young age. Growing up in the
gloomy Robert Taylor Homes on Chicago’s South Side, he was one of
nine children. And despite tough economics and a dangerous neigh-
borhood filled with narcotics and violence, Puckett eventually
prevailed. The city had two baseball teams in the White Sox and Cubs,
and naturally Puckett picked up the game. Although there were no
area ballfields, Puckett often drew a square on the wall with chalk,
playing what he called “strikeout” for hours. He attended Bradley
University, where he played one season before dropping out after the
death of his father. He would later enroll at Triton Junior College.

It was a summer day in 1981, and with Major League Baseball
on strike, Jim Rantz took a trip to Peoria, Illinois, to watch his son
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play in an Illinois summer college league. What caught Rantz’s
attention was the short, 5�8� center fielder. He hit a double, triple,
and a home run; he was the first player on and off the field each
inning; and he even stayed after the game to greet fans. The kid was
Kirby. When the January draft rolled around the following year, in
1982, the Twins listened to the recommendation from Rantz by
selecting Puckett with the third overall pick. Little did anybody
know, the franchise would soon forever change.

In 1984 Puckett burst onto the scene, becoming just the ninth
player in baseball history to collect four hits in his debut. He would
play in 128 games that season, and the next he played in all but one.
It was in 1986 that he introduced himself to the country, though.
That year he collected more than 200 hits for the first of an even-
tual five times in his career, and he made the All-Star Game. 

The following year, in 1987, Puckett led the Twins to their first
championship, and in 1989 he added some hardware to his collec-
tion as he hit .339 and won the American League batting title. 

As the Twins returned to the Metrodome on October 26, 1991,
they did so trailing the Atlanta Braves 3–2 in the World Series. The
Twins would need to win the next two games to claim their second
title. Kirby wasn’t worried, though. He told his teammates and his
agent Ron Shapiro the same thing.

“I remember in the 1991 World Series when the Twins were
down 3–2 in Atlanta,” Shapiro said. “Kirby came into a restaurant to
meet me and my colleague, Michael Maas. He said, ‘Don’t worry, I’m
going to put the team on my back and carry this team forward,’ and
darn if he didn’t come through. That’s what Kirby was all about, car-
rying a team and doing what it felt like they might not be able to.”

His catch against the Plexiglas in left-center that night to rob
Ron Gant of extra bases and the Braves of a run in the third inning
was the first sign that Puckett was indeed going to carry the team
on his back. The next came in the 11th inning, when Puckett
became just the ninth player in baseball history to end a World
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Series game with a home run, sending the Twins to Game 7 and
eventually their second championship. 

Years later, as the team wrapped up spring training heading into
the 1996 season, Puckett collected two hits in the final tune-up
game before the regular season. The next morning he woke up with
a dark spot in his right eye, and the diagnosis was glaucoma. He
had treatments and surgeries, but by mid-season, as he still sat out,
Puckett was told that his career was over at the age of 36, after
having spent 12 seasons with the Twins. 

While his career was over, Puckett had made his mark; he had
become the best player in team history. As he retired, Puckett’s
name could be found sitting atop the team leader board in hits
(2,304), doubles (414), total bases (3,453), at-bats (7,244), and
runs (1,071). He made 10 All-Star Game appearances, and his
defense in center field won him six Gold Gloves. But Puckett’s
legacy went much further than his work on the field and in the
game of baseball. 

“On the field, Kirby was one of the best players in the history
of the game and our franchise. He was the heart and soul of two
championship teams, and he set a great example on and off the
field,” said team president Dave St. Peter. “He was always the first
guy in the clubhouse and was very accessible to the media. He
brought tremendous charisma, and he became synonymous with
Twins baseball and was a tremendous ambassador for the game.”

There was the trademark catch and home run in the World
Series and the many awards throughout his tenure in Minnesota,
but some of the greatest memories of Puckett are of his time spent
off the diamond.

“There are so many special stories with Kirby, in the times I
spent with him, and they all grow out of his joy, his smile, and his
making people happy,” said Shapiro. “Whether it be surprising a
kid with a piece of baseball memorabilia that he knew would make
a kid happy, bringing to the city of Minneapolis superstars from all
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over baseball for his tournament, or just standing up and telling
people why it is important to give back.”

When Puckett’s career suddenly ended, there was sadness and
tears. But from Puckett, there was no anger. He ensured everybody
that he would be just fine, that he had given everything he had to
offer. In 2001 Puckett was elected to the National Baseball Hall of
Fame on his first ballot.

The next five and final years of Puckett’s life didn’t go as well.
He and his wife, Tonya, got divorced, and on March 5, 2006, just
shy of his 46th birthday, he suffered a massive stroke and passed
away. His legacy showed one more time shortly after, when thou-
sands of fans honored him in a Metrodome memorial ceremony
despite a blizzard.

Through the years with his catches in center field and heroics on
and off the field, Puckett had a lasting effect on many generations.
Whether fans remember that October night in 1991 or simply listen
to stories about it, when they hear the words “Thirty-Four” or
“Kirby Puckett,” they think about everything that Minnesota Twins
baseball stands for.

“He brought to the game of baseball an infectious joy,” Shapiro
concluded. “That joy did so much for the game when he played it.
Obviously things happened to him off the field when his career
abruptly ended, but I don’t think those things will define Kirby
Puckett.”

In a statement following Kirby’s death, the late Carl Pohlad
summarized things best.

“Kirby’s impact on the Twins organization, state of Minnesota,
and Upper Midwest is significant and goes well beyond his role in
helping the Twins win two World Championships. A tremendous
teammate, Kirby will always be remembered for his neverending
hustle, infectious personality, trademark smile, and commitment to
the community,” the statement read. 

“There will never be another Puck.”
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