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The King Of Swing ALBERT PUJOLS makes hitting look easy. The truth: He's
probably in the batting cage right now.
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Albert Pujols of the St. Louis Cardinals is the best young hitter in baseball. Heck, the 24-year-old first baseman
may be the best young hitter in the history of the game (see "Stacking Up," page 28). At the start of the 2004
season, he had a career .334 average, 114 home runs, and 381 RBIs.

But there is something behind every one of those numbers that is not recorded on stat sheets, replayed on
highlight shows, or seen by the fans. "What you don't see is how hard I work, how hard I prepare," he says.

Pujols has just finished one of his daily 2 1/2-hour off-season workouts. He lifts enough weights to sink a ship,
watches videos of pitchers he'll face during the season, and spends serious time in the batting cage.

Despite his star status, he was one of the first position players on the Cardinals to arrive at spring training this
season. He spent much of that time polishing his play at first base.

During the season, Pujols arrives early for games, takes cuts in the batting cages to make sure his swing is
smooth, and watches more video on the opposing pitcher.

"Albert is so professional in his approach, whether it's the winter, the spring, or the summer," says Cardinal
manager Tony La Russa.

All that study and preparation helps explain why Pujols is a fast starter (.385 average last April) and why, unlike
other hot starters, he keeps punishing pitchers as the season progresses. In 2003, Pujols hit a hefty .346 after
the All-Star break and ended the regular season with the majors' best average: .359.

"God gave me this natural ability," says Pujols. "But it's even better when you work hard and you put those two
things together. [Then], it's unbelievable."

Ticket to a Better Life

The hard work started early for Pujols. He was the youngest of 12 kids and grew up surrounded by poverty in
Santo Domingo, in the Dominican Republic. He started playing baseball at age 5, following a national tradition
that has produced baseball stars such as Hall of Famer Juan Marichal.

By the time he was a teen, Pujols had shown enough skill to earn invitations to a pair of baseball camps
sponsored by big-league teams. The teams use the camps to scout and sign talent for their farm systems. The
Dominican players view the camps as a bridge from poverty to potential stardom in the United States.
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Pujols did not make the cut at the camps. So, at age 16, he moved to the United States with his family to
pursue baseball and a better life.

They settled in Independence, Missouri. At an age when most American teens are concerned about passing
their driver's test, Pujols had to get used to living in an unfamiliar country, where he didn't speak the language
and didn't know anyone outside his family.

"It was pretty tough, because I [spoke only Spanish] at that time," he says. "But I knew that I needed English to
communicate, so I worked hard at it, just like ... baseball."

Pujols did well at both. He learned English (he now speaks it fluently) and led Fort Osage High School to a
state championship. In 1998, he earned his high school diploma.

"We come from a poor, poor country, so we came to the United States and it was, like, Oh man, we're in
heaven. [The adjustment] was still tough, but I got used to it. Being around my family helped a lot."

Surprise of the Draft

Pujols attended Maple Woods (Missouri) Community College. He earned Junior College All-America honors as
a shortstop in 1999 and a near-legendary reputation among opposing players and coaches. "Every time we go
on a road trip, coaches still talk about tape-measure shots Albert hit," Maple Wood coach Marty Kilgore told
SPORTS ILLUSTRATED last year.

Despite his success, few people outside of the Midwest noticed Pujols. The Cardinals took him in the 13th
round of the 1999 draft, and Pujols quickly made them look brilliant. He had a combined batting average of .314
with three minor league teams in 2000.

Pujols was invited to join the major league team for spring training in 2001. He won a roster spot and put
together one of the best rookie seasons in baseball history (.329, with 37 homers and 130 RBIs). He won the
National League Rookie of the Year award in a landslide.

In each of the next two seasons, Pujols finished second to Barry Bonds in the league MVP voting. He also
showed his versatility as a fielder, spending time at first base, third base, shortstop, and in the outfield.

Pujols takes his eye-popping stats in stride. "I'm one of those guys who doesn't really get caught up in
numbers," he says. "If you take care of your job on the field, trophies and all those awards are going to
happen."

Pujols won six major awards last season, including the Silver Slugger as the N.L.'s top offensive player at his
position and the Hank Aaron Award as the league's best overall player. "But to me the big one was the Players'
Choice Award," he says, "because that showed me the respect that the players have for me. I have respect for
them at the same time."

Student of the Game

One way Pujols shows his respect for other players is by studying them for tips he can use to improve his
game. "I try to pick players from different teams that I can learn something from," he says. "You look at the best
hitters from Chicago, Houston, Arizona, and you try to learn something from them. I do that with every team we
play. I've got a lot of respect watching [Todd] Helton every time we play Colorado."

Pujols learns from the bigs' best hitters, from his own worst days, and from just about everything else. "I learn
something new every time I walk into a park. You learn from your mistakes and things that happen. Everyday,
you learn something new, and that's what you want: to get better and better."

Third baseman Alex Rodriguez of the New York Yankees showed Pujols a tee drill that he now uses to help



01/17/2008 10:22 AMLoading “Storyfinder”

Page 3 of 5http://emagweb.timeinc.com/storyfinder/

him keep his swing under control. "Whether it's in the indoor cage, out on the field, studying reports, whatever,
he really has a total approach [to the game]," says La Russa.

How Good Can He Be?

The 6' 3", 225-pound Pujols is all coiled muscle at the plate. He's a patient, intelligent hitter with a rep for
working the count and finding the right pitch to drive.

The Florida Marlins share a spring training facility with the Cardinals, so their pitchers get an up-close look at
Pujols. They don't really like the view. "As a pitcher, you know if you make a mistake he's going to make you
pay for it," says Marlin reliever Chad Fox. "But he can still find a way to produce with your best pitch. That's
intimidating."

Just how much better can Pujols get? He's already as good as anyone has ever been at 24 and has the tools,
talent, and work ethic to keep improving. Someday, he could join the ranks of baseball's all-time greats. They
are men he seeks out for advice.

Pujols met all-time home-run king Hank Aaron during Game 4 of the World Series in 2003. Pujols made the
most of the occasion. "[I asked him] about when he was young and all that stuff. He played this game for 23
years, and he never hit more than 47 home runs [in a season], and he [finished with] 755 homers. I just wish
that when I'm done, I have half the home runs he's got."

Pujols will hit his share of homers. La Russa has called him the best player he has ever managed, and that
long list of talent includes sluggers Mark McGwire (583 career homers) and Jose Canseco (462).

Fans may not see all the hard work behind Pujols's numbers, but if he keeps producing, this king of swing is
headed for the history books and the Hall of Fame. And that's something everyone can see.
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PUJOLS'S FAVORITE STUFF

Sport to Watch Basketball (other than baseball) (favorite player: Michael Jordan)

Video Game Golden Tee (stand-up arcade game)

TV Show SportsCenter
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Movie The Matrix Reloaded

Actor Arnold Schwarzenegger

Musical Group Third Day

Vacation Spot Dominican Republic

Cartoon Character Batman

Pre-game meal Fruit

Snack Beef jerky (regular/original or teriyaki)

Team to Watch New York Yankees

Dessert Key lime pie

Car Range Rover (black)

Athlete I Admired Most as a Kid Juan Marichal

[BOX]

PULOLS'S STATS

SEASON G HITS RUNS HRs RBIs BB K AVG SLUG

2001 161 194 112 37 130 69 93 .329 .610

2002 157 185 118 34 127 72 69 .314 .561

2003 157 212 137 43 124 79 65 .359 .667

Career Totals 475 591 367 114 381 220 227 .334 .613

[BOX]

STACKING UP How Pujols's first three seasons compare with those of the best young hitters in baseball
history

NAME AVG R RBIs HRs

Pujols (at age 23) .334 367 381 114

Joe DiMaggio (23) .331 412 432 107

Ted Williams (23) .356 400 378 91

Hank Aaron (22) .310 269 267 66

G: Games; HRs: Home Runs; RBIs: Runs Batted In; BB: Bases on Balls; K: Strikeouts; SLUG: Slugging
Percentage
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[BOX]

ALBERT PUJOLS

HEIGHT: 6' 3" WEIGHT: 225 lbs. BIRTH DATE: January 16, 1980 BIRTHPLACE: Santo Domingo, Dominican
Republic

--In 2003, Pujols became the youngest National League batting champion since outfielder Tommy Davis of the
Los Angeles Dodgers (1962).

--Pujols is the only player to hit above .300, with at least 30 home runs, 100 RBIs, and 100 runs scored, in
each of his first three major league seasons.

--As a 21-year-old, in 2001, Pujols led the Cardinals in batting average (.329), hits (194), home runs (37),
doubles (47), RBIs (130), and runs scored (112). He became the ninth player in National League history to win
the Rookie of the Year Award by a unanimous vote.

--After signing a seven-season, $100-million contract with St. Louis in February 2004, Pujols announced he
planned to build a baseball stadium in the Dominican Republic.

[PULLQUOTE]

"What you don't see is how hard I work," says Pujols.
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