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DEDICATED TO THE MINNESOTA TWINS
AND THEIR GREAT FANS


CHAPTER ONE

The Twins Way

Whenever the Twins are successful, like they were in 2006, I hear people talking about “the Twins way” The Twins way is heavy on respect for the game, heavy on fundamentals, and heavy on fun.

I think what people are calling the Twins way started about the time Gary Gaetti, Tom Brunansky, and I walked into the Twins clubhouse for our first full year together in 1982. It had almost as much to do with cleaning fish in the clubhouse—until it got banned—as anything that happened on the field.

You could say we were a little different. One thing about my big-league career is that I did it the way I was taught—the old-fashioned way, some might call it.

Had a ton of fun. Didn’t spend much time working out or watching what I ate. And I got out when I was 34 years old so I wouldn’t miss my daughter’s birthday parties and school plays, like I had watched so many of my teammates do.

Oh, did I mention I also have two World Series rings? That’s the reason I played this game. Personal stats? Overrated.

Late in my career a writer told me a prominent executive from another American League club had once said, based on my physical frame and swing, I could have been one of the all-time greats. My numbers, he said, should have been Hall of Fame.

I think the writer thought I’d feel bad or something, like I hadn’t lived up to my potential. I felt I lived up to my potential. Maybe I could have done things better. But who knows? My main goal was to win a World Series, and I was lucky enough to win two.

I think I was lying on the dugout bench at the time, watching some of my teammates stretch.

People will tell you I was never much for wind sprints or pregame stretching.

Homegrown

I look back at my career and wonder how lucky could one guy be? I grew up a couple miles from the old Metropolitan Stadium, a huge Twins fan. I played at Bloomington Kennedy High School, got drafted by the Twins, reached the majors with my hometown team at the age of 21 and played my whole career with one team.

Stop and think for a minute about how often that happens. How many kids get to play in the big leagues for their hometown team? And not only that, but hit a grand-slam home run in the World Series, and help their team win two Series titles. That just doesn’t happen, especially in baseball today where guys jump teams as soon as they get a better offer. A lot of people have described me as a throwback, and I’m proud ofthat. Loyalty—to my team and my state—has always meant a lot to me. It just wouldn’t have been the same to me playing in the big leagues for anybody but the Twins.

And today my wife, Jeanie, our daughter, Heidi, and I live in Bloomington, a couple miles from where I grew up. The ballpark where I played as a kid—Valley View—now has a four-field baseball complex that is named Kent Hrbek Fields. Can you believe that? That’s cool as heck. I’ve got buddies I went to school with, and they’ll tell me: “My kid is playing at Hrbek Fields this week.” It feels pretty weird to hear them talking about a field named after me. I always thought they named fields after people who had died. And I’m not dead yet.

Growing Up Fast

But as much fun as it was, and as lucky as I was, it wasn’t all a joyride. I was 21 years old, playing Class-A ball in Visalia, California, when I got the call. My mom told me that my dad had been to the doctor, and they thought he had Lou Gehrig’s disease. I didn’t even know what that was. All I knew was that Lou Gehrig had died from it.

I immediately told them I was coming home, and they said, “No, you’re not. We’re coming out there to see you.” They didn’t have the money to be flying around like that—my dad worked for the gas company, my mother had been a stay-at-home mom for me, my brother, and my sister—but they hopped on a plane and flew out to see me.

My dad didn’t seem sick at all when they came out, so that made me feel a little better. But I soon learned how fast the disease progresses. Mom said she had noticed some slurred speech and he dragged his foot a little, but that happened mostly when he came back from his weekly bowling outing, and she thought maybe he had just had a few cocktails. But she kept noticing it, kept on him to go to the doctor, and that’s how they found out.

I wanted to come home, but they wanted me to stay in California and play ball. My dad told me: “I got you here. I’m going to be at home, taking care of Mom. You keep going with what you’re doing here.”

Those were probably the best words my dad ever told me. When I look back, that conversation cleared my mind. From that point, my whole incentive was to get back home and get called up by the Twins.

Heading Home

I had a great year at Visalia, batting .379 with 27 homers and 111 RBIs in 121 games. I walked into the clubhouse on August 22, and five or six of the guys were already there.

They said Skip—Dick Phillips—wanted to talk to me. I went in thinking, “Geez, I’m getting called up to AA.” I remember the first thing Phillips said to me was, “Hrbie, the Twins are playing in New York Monday night, and Billy Gardner wants you to play first.” I just stood there. No response. I couldnt believe it. Finally, the first thing I said was, “How do I get there?”

I was fired up, because I knew I was going home.

The Debut

On Monday night, I was in the lineup, playing first base at Yankee Stadium where Lou Gehrig once played. I look back now and that seems pretty ironic. A few months earlier I had learned my dad was dying of Lou Gehrig s disease, and my first taste of the big leagues was standing on the same piece of ground where Lou Gehrig played. I hit a home run in the 12th inning to win that game. Exciting? I was up all night calling everyone back home.

A few days later my dad got to see me play in the big leagues. That meant a lot to me. But the next year, in 1982 during my rookie season, he died. And that’s one of the reasons I retired early.

I’m not saying we were a huggy-kissy family growing up. But we were a family—my mom and dad, brother Kevin and younger sister Kerry. We ate dinners together, my parents came to 90 percent of my ballgames, and they were there for me whenever I needed them.

And I respected them, which is what families have to have. I remember swearing one time as a kid and my brother said he was going to tell Mom, because she’d wash my mouth out with soap. Well, I ran to beat my brother home, and I went in the bathroom and stuck a bar of soap in my mouth so Mom wouldn’t have the pleasure of doing it.

Maybe some people don’t understand why I walked away from the big leagues so young. But when I turned 34, my daughter turned two. I decided I was going to watch her grow up, and be a dad. I wasn’t going to miss all those years.

Besides, by that point, I’d already had a heckuva run.


CHAPTER TWO

Shadows of the Met

No, 6: Tony-O

My earliest memory of playing on a team was right here in Bloomington, playing T-ball when I was about six years old. We didn’t have uniforms or anything, but the coach told us that we should all wear white T-shirts so we looked like a team. Or at least look the same when everybody is heading the wrong way on the base paths, which is what T-ball is all about.

But there was something about swinging a bat at a ball that I loved right away. Plus, I loved my first uniform, such as it was. My mom sewed the No. 6 on my back—not an iron-on number, but actually hand stitched—because even then I was a big Tony Oliva fan. Tony could flat-out hit, and he was left-handed like I was. At age six, that was plenty of reason to idolize a guy.

I lived close enough to the old Met as a kid to ride my bike to the ballpark. Monday nights were discounted for seniors and under 16s, and we used to go to a lot of Monday night games. My dad would take me to some games, and other times I’d go with friends. I loved the outfield stands at the old Met. There was a lot of entertainment going on besides the game itself. We’d play tag under the bleachers some nights. Other times we’d get the seats over the bullpen and talk to relievers. I wish I knew then what I know now, because my teammate, Ron Davis, would trade baseballs for bratwurst as he sat in the bullpen. I’d have had a lot more baseballs, and eaten a lot fewer brats, as a kid.

When I did watch the games, the guy I watched was Tony-O. I can still recite his stats: first player to win the batting title in his first two seasons, three batting titles in all. He was among the top three in batting seven times in eight seasons, starting with his rookie year in 1964. When I got to the big leagues people assumed that Harmon Killebrew must have been my favorite player as a kid. But I always focused on watching Tony swing the bat and hit the ball to all fields. Believe me, I loved it when Harmon hit those tape-measure homers. But for some reason, I liked the way Tony slapped the ball around better than home runs.

I think that surprised a lot of people, because I was a big guy playing first base, and people just naturally thought I should be a home-run hitter. Now, I’ve got nothing against home runs. But I always hated striking out, and that’s the price you pay if you’re trying to hit homers all the time. I always had the attitude that nothing gets accomplished when you strike out. But if you put the ball in play someplace, something can happen. I always prided myself on on-base percentage more than home runs. My career on-base percentage was .367, which is pretty good for a guy who batted cleanup most of his career. I’m also proud that I had more walks (838) than strikeouts (798). I think even Tony-O would have been proud of those numbers.

Learning the Game

The most important thing as far as developing my game wasn’t organized youth baseball. I mean, those games were fun, getting to wear a uniform and playing in front of your mom and dad. But where I learned the game was playing wiffle ball in the neighborhood backyards. We always had a ballgame going, and we had holes worn in the yard where first, second, and third base were. Every time I think about that, I remember Harmon telling me that when his dad would get upset because the kids were ruining the yard, his mom would yell, “Hey, what are we raising here, kids or grass?” That’s the same attitude my parents had.
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My buddies on the block—the Meyers brothers: Jimmy, Russ, and Monte—had the perfect place for a baseball field in their backyard. The Meyers’ backyard is probably where I learned the game best—how to hit different pitches because of all the things they were able to make that damned wiffle ball do. I learned to hit curveballs, knuckleballs, you name it. I can’t tell you how many times we stood in the backyard and played until it was so dark we couldn’t see anymore. We always tried to emulate Twins players, from the top of the order to the bottom, guys like Cesar Tovar and Rod Carew. We had their batting stances down. And if you were Dean Chance, you had to strike out to make it real life. Poor Dean couldn’t hit, but he sure could pitch.

I’ve always been someone who just loved playing games. You name the game; I love it. And I love to win. I used to play Candyland with my daughter, and I admit I tried to beat her. I suppose that’s not real nice, but that’s just the way I am. I’m not even sure where that came from—my dad, for sure, and probably my high school baseball coach, Buster Radebach, who used to play in the Boston Red Sox system.

But it has to be fun, too; otherwise I’m not going to do it. I’m a big guy, and people figured I must have been a good high school football player. Well, the last time I played football was seventh grade. I hated the idea of practice, practice, practice, practice four days a week, then play one game. Four days of work for one day of fun.

Baseball was different. Even the practices were fun. You’d get to step in the batting cage and hit, or take fielding practice. There’s something about baseball that felt like a game every time you stepped onto the field. Not like football.

Now, I played a lot of other sports at the park. I was good in everything, even hockey…except for basketball. The one thing I could never do was dribble a basketball. So by the time I got to high school, I wasn’t playing football or basketball. Nope, the only sport I played was baseball.

Switching Positions

I wasn’t a superstar in junior high. There were always a couple guys on the team who had better stats than I did. I had always been a shortstop and pitcher in youth baseball The summer before I went to Kennedy High, there was a guy on the team named Marty Petersen, who was a shortstop and a sophomore. I was a ninth grader. They needed a first baseman on the summer team, and I said, “Hey, I’ll give it a shot.”

Our coach, Phil Smith, stuck me over there at first, hit me a ton of ground balls, and I survived. I never played shortstop again. I guess I should say thanks to Phil Smith and Marty Petersen for making me a first baseman.

We made the high school state tournament my sophomore year at Bloomington Kennedy, and Timmy Laudners Park Center team beat us in the first round 4-1.1 remember I dunked a little double over the third baseman’s head. But another thing I remember is that Timmy played center field, believe it or not. I didn’t even know him at the time, but he would become a teammate and good friend of mine with the Twins. The guy I remember more than Tim from that game was a pitcher named Donnie Nolan, who threw harder than anybody I’d ever seen.

But maybe the most important thing to happen to me that year was a game we played at Wayzata during the regular season. Wayzata had a big stud catcher named Dave Vanzo. The Chicago Cubs had a scout in the stands that day watching him play, and I hit two home runs, which was pretty good for a skinny sophomore. As I’m walking to the bus, the scout grabbed my arm and said, “Mr. Hrbek.”

That was the first time anyone ever called me “Mr. Hrbek.” He told me he saw the way I played the game, and wondered whether I had any interest in playing baseball beyond high school. That was kind of a jolt, because as a sophomore I wasn’t the kind of kid who thought too far out. I got on the bus and wondered, “What was that guy talking to me about? Do I have an opportunity to play this game?” From that day on, there were scouts at most of my games. I guess word spreads pretty fast in the scouting fraternity.

After my junior year, I went to a couple of tryout camps just to see how I’d fit in. I remember going to a Cincinnati camp, and a Dodger camp. What I learned is that I didn’t run fast enough for those two organizations.

I could hit the ball off the wall all day long, but I couldn’t run. At least not fast enough for those guys. Now, I was pretty fast. In fact, my rookie year with the Twins in 1982, I was the fastest guy on the team, which probably said more about that team than it did about me. We lost 102 games that year and stole 38 bases. That’s the team total, not mine.

If you remember Cincinnati and Los Angeles in the ‘70s, they were both built around speed and stolen bases. So they’d take stopwatches out and time you sprinting. I always wondered why they didn’t pay more attention to me hitting balls off the wall. But I guess they were too busy timing the wind sprints.

Twins Enter the Picture

Smokey Teewalt is the guy who got the Twins interested in me. Smokey was a concession guy at the old Met Stadium, and his son was the same age as me. I played against him when he was at Bloomington Lincoln, which was only a couple miles from my school, Kennedy. I’ve heard that it was the summer of my sophomore year that he went and told George Brophy, the chief scout for the Twins, that someone should go and check this Hrbek kid out.

So they sent Angelo Guiliani, the Twins area scout, to watch me. I saw Angelo around the ball parks a lot my junior and senior years, and the summer after my senior year at Kennedy the Twins drafted me in the 17th round, fairly late, partly because I had already signed a letter of intent to play college ball at the University of Minnesota.

The first offer the Twins made was for $5,000. I turned that down, although not because I had my heart set on going to college. When it came to school, I wasn’t a guy who skipped classes and stuff, mostly because I was afraid Mom and Dad would whoop my ass. But I admit I wasn’t the brightest bulb on the tree.

George Thomas was coaching the Gophers at the time and after my senior year in high school I played on his summer league team. He told me if I could get the money I wanted, I should sign and go straight to professional baseball. That’s a little weird fora college coach to say that to a kid, but he was fired up about the way I could play the game. I love George Thomas for being honest with me. He saw I had a better future on the ball field than the classroom. Plus, he was one of the funniest guys I know.

My dad pretty much left it up to me. We talked about signing, and we decided that if I could get $30,000 I’d sign. We figured that would cover my schooling if I didn’t make it in pro ball, although the truth is I was about as big on the thought of going to school as I was on jumping into a pot of boiling water.

It didn’t seem to matter much, because the Twins didn’t look too anxious to fork over that kind of bonus for a 17th-round draft choice. As baseball fans know, Calvin Griffith, the Twins owner, wasn’t known for handing out money.

But Angelo kept watching me after the draft. Finally, one night he got Brophy and Calvin to come to a game at Valley View, which was across the street from my house. I remember that night mostly because there was a hush over the ballpark; everyone knew Calvin and Brophy were there to watch Hrbek. I hit a long home run to right-center field, but I don’t even know if Calvin and Brophy stayed the entire game. We never talked after the game or anything, so I had no idea whether they were impressed or not. As the summer went on, it began to look more and more like I was going to college.

At the end of the summer our Legion team made the state playoffs and went to Austin, Minnesota, to play at McCracken Field. That’s a park where former Yankees star Moose Skowron supposedly hit the longest home run ever hit there. Well, I hit one straight over the center-field fence that the old timers said was longer than the one Skowron hit.

We ended up getting beat by Terry Steinbach’s team from New Ulm, but as we were heading to the bus, Angelo stopped me at the door and said, “I think I can get you the money, kid.” I guess that’s the story of my life as an amateur player—getting stopped by scouts as I was about to get on the bus.

I ended up signing right after that, although it was too late in the summer to send me to rookie ball. They told me to report to Instructional League in the fall. I have to admit I wasn’t quite honest with my dad about using that money for school if pro ball didn’t pan out. I took a good chunk ofthat $30,000 and bought myself a Ford pickup. In my mind, I was done with school. If this baseball thing didn’t pan out, I figured I’d rather pump gas at the neighborhood filling station.
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CHAPTER THREE

My First Love

My dislike of practices wasn’t the only reason I gave up football at an early age. Football is played in the fall. To me the fall is for hunting, not throwing around a pigskin and smashing into bodies.

A lot of people aren’t going to believe me when I say this, but the outdoors—and by that I mean fishing and hunting—is definitely my first love. Don’t get me wrong, I loved playing baseball, and almost all sports, except for trying to dribble that damn basketball. But I get just as jacked up going fishing with a bunch of guys in Canada on a five-day trip as I got jacked up to play in the World Series.

I’d lose sleep over going on a fishing trip with my buddies. That didn’t happen too often playing baseball, except for the nights Gary Gaetti and I sipped cocktails all night. I just love packing the cooler and sitting around a campfire with the guys, and getting up early the next morning to go fishing. There’s nothing like it.

We went to the White House after winning the World Series in 1987, and I couldn’t wait to get back to Minnesota. We literally got off the plane and climbed in a motor home that was waiting in my driveway to take a pheasant-hunting trip to South Dakota. Now that’s living.

Summers at Grandpa’s

I think my love of the outdoors came from my dad and my grandpa, Pete Kiminski, my mom’s dad. To this day I idolize my grandpa, because he could basically live off the land.

He lived up in the Willow River area about 40 miles south of Duluth, an hour and a half north of the Twin Cities. You hit that area and it’s like you’re in the North Woods. I used to go up for the summer and chase frogs and catch minnows out of the creek that we’d use for fishing.

My grandpa was the guy who always organized the hunts every fall, telling the other guys, “You go here, you go there.” You didn’t hunt with him unless you listened to him. And kids didn’t hunt with his group, period. He died in 1973 when I was 13, right about the time that he would have allowed me to start hunting.

But even though I didn’t get to hunt with him, he’s probably where I got most of my love for the outdoors. My dad was a big part of that, too.

My mom and dad used to rent a cabin every August outside of Brainerd and spend a week there fishing. My memories of my dad are more from those weeks at the cabin than hitting grounders to me in the backyard, or any baseball game. I used to look forward to that week all year. Want to know where I learned about loyalty and commitment? My baseball team in the Bloomington Athletic Association qualified for the playoffs one year and it was the exact same week we had reserved the Brainerd cabin. My dad drove me down in the afternoon for the games, and then we’d turn around and go back right after. I think too many people take the easy way out in those situations and put their vacation first. My dad wasn’t that way, and it always stuck with me.

I was about 16 when I got to go on my first deer hunt with my dad. We were hunting on my uncle’s land, up in the same area where my grandparents lived. I went out with my dad early in the morning, and he put me up next to a tree and told me to sit there. I always like to use my ears as much as my eyes and listen for sounds, because most of the time in the woods you hear stuff before you can see it.

Well, I heard this crunch, crunch, crunch of something coming up through the leaves, I looked and there was a little squirrel running around. Pretty soon I heard a crunch, crunch, crunch again. I figured it was that squirrel, but I turned around and looked, and there was this little eight-point buck. I shot, and he went down on the first shot. True story. I got a deer on my first shot.

I was so fired up. My dad came running over when he heard the shot, yelling, “Way to go! Way to go!” Then he got out his knife and started gutting the deer. It was perfect, because I not only shot a deer, but I didn’t have to gut him. My dad was known as the gutter. Whenever someone shot something, he was there with his knife, ready to gut. As you might guess, he was pretty well liked by everyone he hunted with.

Not Always Compatible

My love of the outdoors didn’t always mix well with baseball, which I learned about, oh, a week into my professional career. After I signed with the Twins and reported to the fall Instructional League in Florida, I immediately bought a fishing rod and headed to the ocean shore to try my hand at saltwater fishing. Johnny Castino also liked to fish, and was my guide on that first trip, although I’m sure Johnny doesn’t want to take credit for it.

We were casting off a jetty, and I wanted to get as far out on the rocks as I could. I walked out along the rocks and slipped, falling into some coral, which is like sliding your leg along razor blades. I didn’t even know I was hurt, but I looked down and there was blood all over the water, and my ankle was slit. I still have the scar.
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I ended up at the doctor’s office getting my ankle stitched. When the doctor finished, he said it took 13 stitches to close the cut. I told him that 13 wasn’t a very good number, and asked him if he could add another one. He was nice about it, and put one more in so I could have 14, which is a good number for me since it became my uniform number with the Twins.

At the time, there was nothing lucky about the number, or the fishing trip, for me. It happened at exactly the same time Twins manager Gene Mauch arrived in Melbourne to watch a week of Instructional League games. Oh, did he chew my ass out. He told me, “I come down here to watch you play, and you guys are out farting around fishing, and you cut your ankle all to hell.”

Then he pointed over at Castino, and said, “You see that guy there? He just doesn’t do a lot of things right, and I’m not sure he’s ever going to make it.”

The next year Castino was playing for Mauch in the big leagues, and he was co-American League Rookie of the Year with Alfredo Griffin. I knew Gene Mauch was a great manager and all that. But when I got to the big leagues and we played California when he was managing the Angels, I wanted to kick his butt because he told me Johnny Castino wasn’t a very good ballplayer. I always thought Cas was one of the toughest competitors I ever played with—a guy who hated the opposition and would do whatever it took to win.

The Lure of Fishing

When I got called up to the big leagues late in the 1981 season I lived at home in Bloomington. Pretty convenient, to be playing in the majors and living with Mom and Dad. There probably aren’t too many guys who can say that. In 1982 and ‘83, Tom Brunansky and I rented a little house in Richfield. We called it the ODC—the on-deck circle. There were plenty of parties, with Domino’s pizza and beer as the nightly special.
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