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  To all the young

  Cardinal fans who

  hope one day to be

  “the next Albert Pujols.”
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   In just four short seasons at the major league level, Albert Pujols already has established a legacy that will endure for years. No player, including Hall of Famers Ted Williams and Joe DiMaggio, has ever burst onto the scene the way the young native of the Dominican Republic has since arriving in St. Louis at the start of the 2001 season.

  An unknown 13th-round draft pick from a small junior college, Albert had played only a handful of games above the low Class A level when he made the Cardinals’ starting lineup as a 21 -year-old rookie. During that first spring training, observers could not believe what they were witnessing. How could this young, untested player be so good? Those questions remained throughout Albert’s first season, which he capped off by becoming the ninth unanimous Rookie of the Year in National League history. Skeptics wondered if he would be a one-year wonder. Albert responded to that with a resounding second season that saw him finish as the runner up to Barry Bonds for the N.L. MVP award.
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  Teammates and opponents agree that one of the reasons for Albert’s success is his intense focus on the game.
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  He has gone on to establish himself as one of the leading hitters in baseball, regardless of age, and earn his place next to the Yankees’ Alex Rodriguez as one of the game’s biggest stars to watch over the next decade. Already considered by most observers to be the best Cardinals player since Stan Musial, Albert is on a pace to rewrite the team’s record book if he continues to perform at such a high level for the next decade.

  “If he stays healthy and keeps performing like he’s performing, which you expect, he’s going to keep breaking records and do things that nobody’s done before,” said former Cardinal and current broadcaster Mike Shannon.

  Added Cardinals manager Tony La Russa, “[With] talent like that and a willingness to compete, he’s capable of doing anything.”
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  His performance in the 2004 postseason showed that Albert is capable of rising to challenges, helping the Cardinals beat the Los Angeles Dodgers in the first round, then earning MVP honors as St. Louis beat Houston in seven games to capture its first pennant in 17 years. He was the Cardinals’ lone productive hitter in the middle of the lineup in the four-game loss to the Boston Red Sox in the World Series. Albert kept his head high when the Series was over, vowing that he, and the team, would be back on this national stage in the near future and that the next time, the result would be different.

  There is no reason to doubt him.

  Combining his on-field performance with his off-field character and support of charitable causes, Albert has proven that he is worthy of being one of the leading citizens of Cardinal Nation.
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  Albeit is congratulated by teammates after his game-winning home run in the 10th inning defeated the Cincinnati Reds on June 18, 2004.
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  Like so many of his countrymen, Albert spent his days as a youngster playing baseball, despite growing up in a poor environment in the Dominican Republic.
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  Jose Albert Pujols might not have been born to play baseball, but he definitely had baseball in his blood. Albert’s father, Bienvenido, was a pitcher and was known throughout his native Dominican Republic. He was often away from home, looking for work, leaving Albert and his brothers and sisters to be raised by their grandmother, America. America had 11 children, including Bienvenido, and many of Albert’s aunts and uncles also lived at the family home and were more like brothers and sisters to him.

  Albert was born on January 16, 1980, in Santo Domingo. His family was poor and often survived on government assistance. Despite the financial hardships, his grandmother made certain Albert had a happy childhood. From the age of six, the youngster could be found outside, on the dusty fields near his home, playing with sticks and balls. He recalls often playing catch with a lime, and fashioning gloves out of cardboard milk cartons. A stick could always be found for use as a bat.

  When Albert received the chance, he tagged along with his father to one of his games. Whenever he wasn’t playing baseball or watching his father play, Albert was watching whatever games were on television. Usually it was the Atlanta Braves, but he never had a particular favorite team or player as he was growing up. Most of his attention was focused on the Latin players, including Sammy Sosa, Raul Mondesi and others. He also was interested in the history of the game and learning about other Latin American stars such as Roberto Clemente, Tony Perez and Juan Marichal.

  As he grew, his baseball talent began to emerge. By the time he was a teenager, he had displayed enough skills to begin earning attention from scouts, who issued him invitations to baseball camps sponsored by some of the major league clubs. Albert was one of the many young Dominicans who viewed baseball as the opportunity to provide his family with a better life.

  Despite having enough ability to get invited to the camps, the young Albert did not show enough promise for either the Florida Marlins or Oakland A’s to sign him to a minor league contract when he attended their camps as a 16-year-old. He was disappointed but was determined not to give up on his dream of making it to the major leagues.

  By that time, several members of the Pujols family had moved to New York, and America decided the rest of the family should move there as well. Bienvenido and Albert were included, and they left the Dominican Republic for New York in the summer of 1996.
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  Their stay in New York was brief. The city turned out to be too expensive and violent, and America did not think it was a good place to raise her grandson. One day, he was running an errand for his grandmother to buy groceries. While on the errand, he witnessed a shooting—only a few feet away from where he was standing. When he got home and told America what had happened, she made the decision to move the family once again.

  Some of the family members heard that there was a town in the Midwest where about 2,000 Dominican immigrants had settled. That was good enough information for America, so she, her son and Albert headed for Independence, Missouri, just outside of Kansas City.
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  Upon arriving in Independence, many of Albert’s aunts and uncles found jobs as school bus drivers. For Albert, the toughest adjustments were not knowing anyone in Independence other than his family members and not being able to speak English.

  He enrolled at Fort Osage High School, where he was classified as a sophomore—even though he was a year older than his classmates—because of his deficiency in language. He was assigned a tutor whom he worked with every day. He knew that being able to speak English would help out immensely in his goal to become a professional baseball player.

  One of the first extracurricular activities that Albert inquired about upon enrolling at Fort Osage was its baseball team. His cousin, Wilfredo, introduced him to the coach, Dave Fry, who recalled the meeting well.
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  “He was tall and good looking, with big shoulders and a little waist,” Fry said years later. “I told him, ‘If you want to play, we’re going to have a tryout session in February.’ I didn’t think about him anymore.”

  That was until February, when Fry became one of the first to realize that when Albert hits a baseball, a unique sound occurs when the ball meets the bat. Albert was in the gym, hitting, when Fry first heard that sound.

  “I heard this whack, whack, whack,’” Fry said. “I thought, ‘What in the world?’ I went and took a look and Albert was in the cage, lining some shots. ‘Gee, boy, what have we got here?’ I said. He was a man among boys.”

  The hardest challenge for Fry was being able to communicate with Albert because of the language barrier.

  “Any teaching, any communication, most of the time I would act it out or show him what I was trying to get across,” Fry said. “He would keep me up all night taking ground balls, but his forte was hitting.”

  As hard as he worked on playing baseball, he worked just as hard at learning English. He was frustrated and exhausted at first, said his instructor, Portia Stanke, who taught English at the school, but he was determined to succeed because he knew how important it would be to his future success.

  Stanke worked with him for the two and a half years he was a student at Fort Osage. Even though she knew how much he loved baseball, she was impressed with Albert’s demeanor.

  “Albert was always so proud to wear his baseball uniform to class the day he had a game,” Stanke said. “But when he came back the next day, he never bragged about what he [had accomplished in a game]. You only knew if you asked him.”
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Did you know...?

Albert was a shortstop I high school and led his
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championship as a sophomore. As a junlor, he walked
55 times In 88 plate appearances. He graduated at the
end of the first semester of his senlor year so he did
ot play as a senlor,





OEBPS/Images/f005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ht.jpg
Albert
the Great:

The Albert Pujols Story





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
i WA

|

Ros RaINs





OEBPS/Images/f011.jpg
Did you know...?

Albert's father, Blenvenido, was a pitcher in hs
native Dominican Republic. A young Albert would
occasionally accompany his father to games.
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Did you know.

In the first four seasons of his career Albert
has drawn 304 walks and struck out only
279 times in 2,728 plate appearances.
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