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This book is dedicated to the memory of my father,
Stanley G. Markusen, a Mets fan from the beginning. If
not for him, I never would have written this baseball
book, or any other.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Early Years

Inauspicious Beginnings

It's commonly known that the Mets lost their first game in franchise history, setting the stage for a nine-game losing streak that would put Casey Stengel's motley crew in an early-season hole from which it would never recover. Yet, not quite as well publicized is the unlucky happenstance that befell a number of Mets players earlier in the day as they awaited the arrival of Game 1. With the team preparing to play the St. Louis Cardinals at Busch Stadium, the players, coaches, and manager all spent the previous evening at the Chase Hotel in downtown St. Louis. On the morning of the franchise opener, players piled into the elevator cars at the hotel on their way to meet the team bus. Thanks to an elevator malfunction, 16 of the players found themselves stuck at the hotel for an extra 20 minutes, making them late for pregame workouts.

The Mets' debut soon turned into a disaster, as Stengel's troops fell to the Cardinals, 11-4. They would have been better off stuck in the elevators at the Chase Hotel. That way, the Mets could have taken a 9-0 forfeit loss and avoided the pain and embarrassment they endured in being blown out by the rival Redbirds.

The Pitcher and the Pickoff

Roger Craig is best remembered for two things: his ability to teach pitchers the split-fingered fastball during a successful reign as manager of the San Francisco Giants, and for losing a ton of games while pitching for the Mets toward the end of his career.

As a pitcher, Craig had a habit that also became well known—and occasionally annoyed opposing players. He liked to throw over to first base frequently, sometimes to the level of obsession. A point in case happened during the Mets’ inaugural season.

On a hot afternoon, the Mets played the Milwaukee Braves. A runner reached base for the Braves, bringing left-handed slugger Eddie Mathews to the plate. During the course of Mathews’ at-bat, Craig threw over to first base 14 times, which might have become some sort of unofficial record. The repeated pickoff attempts became so disconcerting to Mathews that he shouted at Craig and complained to the home plate umpire. With sweat dripping on his face and arms, Mathews took a break, walked over to the dugout, and wiped himself off with a towel. Mathews then returned to the plate, where he proceeded to strike out against a stubborn—but successful—Craig.

A Rematch of Old-Timers

File this one in the category of “not making sense.”

Now that the Mets have established over 40 years of history as a National League franchise, they no longer stage an annual “Old-Timers Day” exhibition. Yet, in their first year of existence, with no history to speak of, they held their first ever Old-Timers Game. With no “past” Mets to call their own, the Mets honored the roots of National League baseball in New York City by inviting former members of the Brooklyn Dodgers and New York Giants to participate in a day of ceremony and exhibition baseball on July 14, 1962.

The Mets also showed a penchant for theatrics by setting up an intriguing matchup between two retired players, one a former Dodgers pitcher and the other a onetime Giants slugger. Ex-Dodger Ralph Branca faced former Giant Bobby Thomson 11 years after their famed meeting in the historic National League playoff game at the Polo Grounds.

On that memorable fall day in 1951, Thomson had lifted a fly-ball home run to left field against Branca, giving the Giants their most dramatic National League pennant ever. This time around, with the Polo Grounds once again providing the setting, Branca fared much better. He retired Thomson on a routine fly ball to center field. Not too many baseball fans remembered the “second” meeting between Branca and Thomson, but for those who attended the first Mets Old-Timers Day at the Polo Grounds, they received a fond memory from a new franchise that seemed to care about New York's rich baseball history.

A Swansong of a Triple Play

In a year in which they lost a record 120 games, it was especially fitting that the Mets lost their last game of the season and also suffered the ultimate of offensive embarrassments—a triple play.

In the eighth inning of a 5-1 loss to the Chicago Cubs at Wrigley Field, the Mets placed their first two runners on base. Mets catcher Joe Pignatano, a future staple of the organization as a coach, then lofted a fly ball into short right field, which rookie second baseman Ken Hubbs snared by making a fine running catch. Noticing that Mets outfielder Richie Ashburn had strayed too far off first base, Hubbs threw the ball back toward Ernie Banks for the innings second out. Banks then fired the ball to second base, where Mets infielder Sammy Drake had also misjudged the fly ball and had already made his way to third base. Cubs shortstop Andre Rodgers touched the bag for the third out, completing the rarest of defensive plays.

By a bizarre coincidence, the triple play represented the major league swansong for the three Mets participants—Pignatano, Ashburn, and Drake. None of them ever again played in a major league game.

Elio Chacon

Richie Ashburn's retirement after the Mets' inaugural season left the fledgling team with a major hole in center field. At a press conference held in February of 1963 at 680 Fifth Avenue in New York City, a reporter asked manager Casey Stengel how he planned to replace Ashburn.

“Elio Chacon?” Stengel asked rhetorically in referring to a young man who had played shortstop, but had virtually no major league experience as an outfielder. “Where could I play him regularly? He can run and throw, but his shortstop is too deep and his RBIs too few.”

As he offered his not-so-enthusiastic endorsement, none of the writers dared to ask Stengel what he meant by his “shortstop is too deep,” but they certainly understood the part about the “RBIs being too few.” About a month later, Chacon himself was asked about the possibility of playing center field.

“What's a matter, I no play good short last year?” said Chacon, a native of Venezuela who was phonetically quoted with improper use of grammar by an insensitive reporter. “But Casey is boss and if he say play outfield, I try.”

Well, Chacon gave it a try, went 0-for-17, and earned an early demotion to Triple-A Buffalo. There he resumed playing, presumably with his “shortstop too deep.”

Choo Choo

Casey Stengel didn't have much real talent at his disposal during his days as the first Mets manager, but then again, he didn't always have the keenest eye for evaluating his talent. A prime example was young catcher-outfielder Clarence “Choo Choo” Coleman, whom Casey raved about during the spring of 1963.

“About this Choo Coleman,” Casey told Dan Daniel of The Sporting News, sounding like a lawyer addressing a jury in court. “Is he a catcher or an outfielder? I will find out at St. Petersburg [the Mets' spring training home in Florida]. I say he is the sleeper of the roster. Watch this carefully.”

The Mets and their fans watched carefully, but they didn't like what they saw. As a catcher, Coleman couldn't field or throw—and he couldn't hit either. In 1963, he finished the season with more errors (15) than RBIs (nine), which is hard to do for a catcher. Regarded by some as one of the worst players in the history of the franchise, Coleman became best known for snapping at Ralph Kiner after an innocent question on the broadcaster's trademark Kiner's Korner postgame show.

When Kiner asked Coleman what his wife's name was and “What's she like?” Coleman replied rather caustically: “Her name's Mrs. Coleman, and she likes me.” With that remark, Coleman reached the highlight of his career in a Mets uniform.

One Chunky Hombre

Casey Stengel wasn't the only member of the Mets' brass guilty of overestimating the value of his players. Toward the tail end of the 1962 season, the Mets made a transaction with the Boston Red Sox, acquiring pitcher Galen Cisco, whom one writer for The Sporting News described as a “chunky hombre.” At 5 feet, 11 inches and 215 pounds, Cisco certainly looked to be on the ample side, but the Mets liked his arm far more than his physique, or his poor statistics (a 4-7 record with a voluminous 6.72 ERA for the Red Sox in 1962). During the winter, the Mets' front office made some bold predictions about Cisco.

“Cisco is quite likely to show up as one of our starting pitchers,” Mets president (and de facto general manager) George Weiss told The Sporting News in January. Weiss’ optimistic assessment of Cisco prompted a doubting response from one writer.

“I am quite willing to accept your estimate of this pitcher's value,” said the writer, “but frankly I am puzzled.”

Weiss hesitated little in reinforcing his claim.

“Just keep an eye on Cisco,” Weiss said confidently. “Johnny Murphy [the Mets' chief scout and administrative assistant] says not to worry about his Boston record.”
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Mets fans soon started to worry. In 1963, Cisco would post a won-loss record of 7-15 with a bulky ERA of 4.34 (a high ERA during an era dominated by pitchers), while making only 17 starts. So much for lofty predictions.

The First Good Catcher

Where Choo Choo Coleman failed, Jesse Gonder succeeded. Although mostly a journeyman catcher throughout his career, Gonder played his finest seasons in 1963 and 1964 as a member of the Mets. After starting the 1963 season with the Cincinnati Reds, Gonder found himself traded to the Mets in mid-stream. He responded to the move by hitting .302 in 126 at-bats. In 1964, he compiled a respectable .270 batting average in 131 games while giving New York some much-desired respectability beyond the plate. Gonder, who passed away in 2004 at the age of 68, also gained notoriety for other reasons. Having debuted with the cross-town “Bronx Bombers” in 1960, Gonder became one of the first players to play for both the Yankees and the Mets during his major league career.

More importantly, Gonder established a reputation for being outspoken and honest at a time when most African-American athletes found little encouragement—and numerous obstacles—in doing so. Shortly after his death, Gonder's daughter, Tanya, praised him for his courage in being willing to tell the truth.

“Daddy was extremely outspoken, and when he played baseball, that wasn't very popular,” his daughter told the Oakland Tribune. “He was honest and competitive, a straight shooter. You knew where you stood with him.”

For some reason, Gonder never recaptured his success of 1963 and 1964. The Mets, who liked his left-handed swing and envisioned him as their catcher for the foreseeable future, watched him regress the following season, which prompted the organization to deal him to the Milwaukee Braves in mid-season.

After his playing days, Gonder became a bus driver for Golden Gate Transit in the Bay Area, remaining in that position for two decades. He then retired in the mid-1990s, promptly enjoying the benefits of life without work.

“After retirement it was all bowling and poker,” his daughter said. “He was a very good father, a devoted family man.” He certainly was a good man, one who carved out his own small, but memorable niche in the early history of the Mets' franchise.

Rotten Apples

Former Yankees outfielder Gene Woodling became the centerpiece of one of the Mets' earliest controversies, an episode that came to a head because of apples. Yes, apples. After playing the second half of the 1962 season with the Mets, Woodling pursued an opportunity to serve as a player-coach with the Yankees, but the Mets refused to relinquish their rights to the veteran outfielder. The Mets did, however, make Woodling a player-coach, giving him the same role that he would have had in the Bronx. So in the spring of 1963, a forgiving Woodling reported to the Mets' spring training site claiming that he was “not mad at anybody” over the organization's refusal to allow him to move to the cross-town Yankees.

On one of the early days of the spring, Woodling found himself in the clubhouse with teammate Marv “Marvelous Marv” Throneberry. Unhappy with his contract, Throneberry expressed his frustration to Woodling and told him that he wanted to talk to team president George Weiss about the situation but had been unable to do so.

“You certainly should [be allowed to talk to Weiss],” remarked Woodling. “You paid your own way down here.”

By a stroke of bad luck, Weiss’ top aide, Johnny Murphy, happened to hear Woodling's remark and immediately jumped to the defense of Weiss. Woodling then snapped back at Murphy, with a nasty shouting match ensuing in the clubhouse. When Weiss learned about the incident, he described it as “an intolerable mess.”

On March 3, the Mets waived Woodling for the purpose of giving him his unconditional release. A defensive Weiss did his best to explain the situation. He claimed that Woodling was unhappy that the Mets had introduced him as only a player, and not as a player-coach, at the beginning of spring training. Weiss claimed it was a simple oversight, but some wondered why Casey Stengel hadn't been informed of Woodling's status right from the start. Woodling felt he had been put in an awkward situation.

And then there was the clinching controversy involving the apples, which Weiss strangely referred to as the “diet episode.” After one spring practice, some players had apparently come into the clubhouse only to find that the traditional food spread had already been cleared. The players then asked for a few apples, but were told that they could not have any. Woodling then pointed out that there was a refrigerator in the next room full of apples, but his request was also rejected out of hand. Woodling's attempt to extract some apples for himself and his teammates was apparently the final straw, at least in the mind of the notoriously thrifty (and at times petty) George Weiss.

An Honest Assessment

Unlike most of today's managers, who avoid criticizing players at all costs and use politically correct language in assessing their teams’ poor performances, Casey Stengel reveled in bluntness. After emerging as the No. 1 reliever on the Mets' 1962 team, Craig Anderson endured a terrible spring training in 1963, earning himself a surprising demotion to the minor leagues. Stengel offered little sympathy in assessing Anderson's poor spring and his sudden change of fortune.

“Let him pitch his way back,” said an annoyed Stengel. “He had his full share of chances.”

After a stint in the minor leagues, Anderson would pitch in only seven more games for the Mets—with disastrous results—before watching his major league career come to an unceremonious end.

Jim Hickman and Ed Sullivan

As poorly as the Mets played throughout much of the 1960s, one of their players once received an invitation to appear on the celebrated Ed Sullivan Show. Outfielder-third baseman Jim Hickman was scheduled to appear on the popular program on the evening of April 21, 1963. Since the show was aired live, Hickman had to arrive at the studio by no later than eight o'clock Eastern time; he would receive a nice bonus of $250 for making his appearance on the program.

As it turned out, the Mets had a doubleheader scheduled for that afternoon. Sure enough, the second game ran late, ending at 10 minutes after eight, and forced Hickman to miss his appearance on national television. To make matters worse, Hickman had to forfeit the $250 from the Sullivan people, which would have come in handy for a player in the years prior to arbitration and free agency.

Fear Strikes Out in New York

On May 23, 1963, the Mets acquired colorful journeyman Jimmy Piersall from the Washington Senators in a deal that was linked to the recent trade that allowed Gil Hodges to become the manager of the team in the Capitol City. (At the time, the Mets denied an association between the Piersall and Hodges trades, but later research showed the moves to be interlocked.)

At one time a top-flight young outfielder with the Boston Red Sox, Piersall also possessed a dark side. An emotionally charged outfielder who eventually became the subject of the film, Fear Strikes Out, Piersall often became a focal point of fan and media attention because of his offbeat behavior. Opinions within the baseball world were split on Piersall; some considered him merely colorful and clownish, while others believed he was emotionally disturbed and in need of counseling. Piersall didn't last long in Mets pinstripes, but he succeeded in making a memorable impression in New York.

When the Mets staged Old-Timers Day on June 22, Piersall decided to keep himself busy by serving as the home plate umpire. During his tour of duty as a guest arbiter, Piersall kicked dirt on home plate and grabbed a catchers mitt so that he could warm up one of the old-time pitchers. In perhaps his most celebrated move, Piersall decided to switch places with former Brooklyn Dodger Gene Hermanski in the batter's box, taking an exaggerated swing against one of the old-timer's offerings. Piersall couldn't resist a bit of controversy either, as he decided to eject fellow umpire Charlie Berry for alleged incompetence.

While Piersall succeeded in amusing most observers with his Old-Timers Day antics, he didn't please his manager—or baseball's commissioner—the following day. Playing in a game at the Polo Grounds, Piersall clubbed his 100th career home run. To honor the occasion, Piersall decided to run the bases in a rather unconventional manner.

As he started for first base, Piersall turned his body around and proceeded to run the bases backwards. As he approached each base, he carefully turned his head to make sure that he touched each base, then continued with his backwards jaunt. Piersall's unusual home run trot angered three people in particular: Phillies pitcher Dallas Green, who surrendered the home run; Mets manager Casey Stengel, who felt all clowning should be restricted to the manager (“There's room for only one clown on this team,” Stengel said famously.); and Commissioner Ford C. Prick, who warned Piersall never to do it again.

One month later, on July 22, the Mets released Piersall, ending his 60-day tenure with the team. Team executive and administrative assistant Johnny Murphy claimed that Piersall's antics had nothing to do with the decision, instead pointing to Piersall's miniscule batting average, but with the front office manned by the ever-conservative George Weiss, some Mets fans were left to wonder.

As for Stengel, he seemed to have mixed feelings about Piersall. On the one hand, he called Piersall the “greatest defensive outfielder” he had ever seen. On the other, he expressed doubts about Piersall's ability to perform well on the pressurized stage of the major leagues. “He's great,” Stengel acknowledged, “but you gotta play him in a cage.”

Cosell vs. Casey

Not all observers of the Mets in the early 1960s regarded Casey Stengel as cute and clownish. One of his most vocal critics could be found on the Mets' pregame and postgame radio shows. The critic would become better known in later years for his commentary on boxing matches and football broadcasts, but in 1963, he might have been regarded as Stengel's No. 1 nemesis.

“When the Mets win, it's because Casey told them how to do it. When they lose, it's because someone didn't do something right,” complained Howard Cosell, who co-hosted the Mets' radio program with former Brooklyn Dodgers right-hander Ralph Branca.

Regarding Stengel as a self-promoter and finger-pointer, Cosell let loose with his typically sarcastic and abrasive analysis.

“The Mets have won 74 games and lost 190 in their [first] two years, so that means the manager has a record of 74-and-nothing, and the players have a record of nothing-and-190.” It's safe to say that the caustic Cosell didn't regard Stengel with the same level of fondness that he would reserve for Muhammad Ali in later years.

Bring in What's-His-Name

Casey Stengel could be downright stubborn, to the point that some wondered whether his stubbornness was sometimes a way to hide his ignorance. An example of Stengel's odd behavior can be found on August 11, 1963, when he visited the mound to change pitchers. Having decided to remove Jay Hook from the game, Stengel refused to tell home plate umpire Stan Landes the name of the reliever he had chosen to take the ball.

“Wait till he comes on the mound,” Stengel instructed Landes, “and then I'll tell you.”

Not appreciating the suspense, Landes ejected Stengel from the game. After being given the heave-ho, Stengel elected not to wait on the mound for the reliever whose identity he may or may not have known. By the time the reliever reached the mound, Stengel was long gone. And the name of the reliever? It was obscure left-hander Grover Powell, who was making one of only 20 major league appearances in his career. Perhaps Stengel didn't know his name after all.

A Banner Idea

Due to the franchise's early on-field ineptitude, members of the Mets' front office had to use more ingenuity than the cross-town Yankees when it came to conjuring publicity and arranging promotions. The level of creativity never reached greater heights than on September 15, 1963, when the Mets debuted “Banner Day.” The event allowed fans a chance to create and display their homemade banners during an on-field parade. It became the trademark and highlight of the team's promotional calendar.

The front office also deserved credit for allowing some banners that featured what might be called humorously negative content. During the first Banner Day, a few fans displayed a large sign that offered up a question, and an immediate answer: “Know Why The Mets Are Such Good Losers? Practice Makes Perfect.” Other fans incorporated rhyme into their banners, such as the one that paid tribute to first baseman Tim Harkness with the following piece of poetry: “Hit One Into The Darkness, Harkness.” And then there were some obvious fans of the Peanuts cartoon, and specifically, the frustrated character of Charlie Brown. Their advice was simple. “Good Grief, Let's Go Mets.”

The Krane

No player is more associated with the Mets of the 1960s than first baseman Ed Kranepool. As a 17-year-old out of James Monroe High School in the Bronx, he signed with the expansion franchise in 1962, receiving a tidy bonus of $85,000 in the process. Given his strong left-handed swing and his New York roots, Kranepool almost immediately became a favorite of both the organization and it's newly adopted fans. Just a few weeks after signing his first professional contract, he joined the team during it's first year of existence and remained with the club off and on through the championship season of 1969, making him the last of the original Mets. Known as a blue-collar player, Kranepool never worked harder than he did during an unusual stretch in 1964, when he became an ironman of sorts at both the minor league and major league levels.

Having started the season at Triple-A Buffalo, Kranepool played both games—and every inning—of a doubleheader on May 30. The Mets then recalled Kranepool the next day, with Casey Stengel immediately inserting him into the lineup as the starting first baseman. Even though Kranepool played all nine innings of the first game of another doubleheader, Stengel didn't rest him in Game 2 against the Giants; he penciled his name into the lineup card, once again installing him at first base. Kranepool remained in action for another 23 consecutive innings (or the equivalent of two regular games plus another five innings), as the Mets and Giants played a marathon of a nightcap. (At the time, the doubleheader set a record, taking just over nine hours and 50 minutes to complete.)

By the time the doubleheader against San Francisco had ended, Kranepool had played a grand total of 50 innings over the span of 34 hours, or the equivalent of nearly six regulation games in the course of two days. (No official records are kept on such matters, especially when they involve a crossover between minor and major league games, but the 50 innings must have set some sort of professional baseball record.) And while Kranepool sometimes complained about being platooned by Mets managers over the years, he certainly had no reason to cite a lack of playing time on May 30 and May 31 of 1964.

Shea Hey!

Shea Stadium has served as the Mets' home ballpark since 1964, but hasn't always been known by it's current name. Originally called Flushing Meadows Stadium (referring to it's specific location in the borough of Queens), the park was renamed just one year before it's first season of official use by the Mets. In a bill signed by New York City Mayor Robert Wagner, the ballpark officially became known as William A. Shea Municipal Stadium on February 4, 1963. The decision made the ballpark name a tribute to Bill Shea, a New York-based lawyer who had played an instrumental role in bringing National League baseball back to the city after the departures of the Dodgers and Giants.

On April 16, 1964, Shea officially christened the new ballpark by pouring water from both the Harlem River and the Gowanus Canal onto the infield. The next day, the Mets opened the park by losing a 4-3 decision to the Pittsburgh Pirates. The loss justified recent comments by Casey Stengel, who had said that “the park is lovelier than my team.”

Due to the length of the stadium's name, the words “William A.” and “Municipal” were eventually dropped in common everyday usage, giving birth to the more popular references of “Shea Stadium” or merely “Shea.” Unfortunately, the ballpark's namesake is mostly forgotten today by fans who should be aware of Bill Shea's work in making the Mets a major league reality.

Murphy's Law

Not much went right on the field for the Mets in their earliest seasons. They didn't have much talent to begin with, and the talent they managed to acquire through trades or their fledgling farm system often faded. Steve Treder, a writer for The Hardball Times and one of the best baseball historians on the internet, recalls three promising Mets who flopped rather unexpectedly:

Big George Altman: “Acquired from the St. Louis Cardinals in exchange for Roger Craig,” says Treder, “the slugging Altman came to the Mets after hitting .303, .318, and .274 the previous three seasons. He was counted on to be the big bat in the middle of the Mets order in 1964, but flopped terribly, to just a .230 batting average with nine homers.”

Charlie Neal: “He was one of the better infielders in the National League from 1957 to ’59,” Treder recalls, “especially in 1959 when he was a bona fide star and led the Los Angeles Dodgers to the pennant, Neal slumped badly in 1960 and 1961. The Mets purchased him, and he had a decent year for their dreadful ’62 team, hitting .260 with 11 homers. Then he flopped again in ’63; the Mets sent him to the Cincinnati Reds, and his major league career was quickly over.”

Johnny Lewisi “His raw numbers of the low-offense era of the mid-1960s may not look like much, but the 25-year-old Johnny Lewis had a pretty good year in the Mets' outfield in 1965,” Treder says. “He hit .245 with 15 homers and 59 walks. He then flopped hard to a .193 average in 1966, and was gone from the majors in early 1967.”

The Gondola

Lindsey Nelson was best known for his outrageously loud sports coats, but his colorful behavior also extended into the area of unusual broadcast locations. When the Mets ventured into Houston to play their first series at the Astrodome in April of 1965, Nelson came up with an offbeat and somewhat courageous idea: he would broadcast part of the game from a small gondola hanging from the highest point of the Astrodome, a lofty 208 feet from the ground. Equipped with a walkie-talkie and a head set that allowed him to communicate with fellow Mets broadcasters Ralph Kiner and Bob Murphy, Nelson performed play-by-play and color duties in the seventh and eighth inning of a 12-9 loss to the newly named Astros.

Prior to the game, Astrodome ground rules established that the gondola would be “in play” throughout the game, meaning that any ball that struck the gondola would be considered a live ball. Fortunately, no batted balls hit the gondola, sparing Nelson the perilous duty of having to elude a pop-up while trying to maintain his safe balance in the gondola. Even more thankfully, Nelson never attempted a similar stunt again, returning to the relative safety of the Astrodome press box in future games.

Let's Get It Right

For years, this story has been told with the following details:

On May 23, 1965, the Mets' Ron Swoboda took his position in right field wearing a batting helmet on his foot. The reason? After an unsuccessful at-bat, Swoboda had attempted to kick his helmet, only to get his foot stuck. Unable to remove the helmet, Swoboda was ordered to take the field by manager Casey Stengel.

Well, that turned out to be WRONG. During an interview with me on MLB Radio, Swoboda informed me that I had made a few mistakes in re-living this tall tale. According to Swoboda, the story should have read something like this:

On May 23, 1965, the Mets' Ron Swoboda was involved in a comical incident in a game in St. Louis. After making a three-base error on a routine fly ball to right field, followed by an unsuccessful at-bat, Swoboda tried to stomp on his helmet, only to get his foot stuck. Upset by the rookie's show of temper, manager Casey Stengel removed Swoboda from the game and ordered him to the clubhouse.

And that's the RIGHT version. A check of the box score for that day supports Swoboda's claim. Swoboda was indeed removed from the game, replaced by the speedy Johnny Lewis, who moved over from center field. Journeyman Billy Cowan took Lewis’ place in center, with Danny Napoleon inserted into the left-field slot by a rather perturbed Stengel. So what's the lesson here? If you're going to take a swing or a swipe at your helmet, make sure you don't get your hand or foot stuck in it.

Hiller's Lesson

Darren Viola is one of the key contributors to arguably the best baseball site on the internet: www.baseballprimer.com. A longtime follower of New York sports, Viola goes by “Repoz” over the internet, in dedication to former Yankee outfielder Roger Repoz, and has attended more games at Shea Stadium and Yankee Stadium than most mortals. As a fan who grew up with the Mets and the Yankees in the 1960s, Viola recalls an intriguing encounter with former Mets second baseman Chuck Hiller, who passed away in 2004 while serving in the team's front office.

“It had to be 1965 or ’66 on a dank day at Shea Stadium,” Viola says, “when I was scrounging autographs during batting practice … with a stadium-provided pencil! [I forgot my pen that day.] The Mets were playing the Cubs and I had gotten autographs from Ernie Banks, Ron Santo, and Billy Williams. So switching over to the Mets' side, Hiller looked at my scorecard in pencil and said something along the lines: ‘You really should have these in pen.' Needless to say, it poured late in the game and me and my pals took off for the train—using our boffo-looking Banks/Santo/Williams scorecard as a hat.

“Hat gone … scorecard gone … autographs gone … lesson kept.”

A Hip Check to Casey

For years, critics of Casey Stengel felt that he should have been relieved of his duties as Mets manager because of his advancing age or because of a belief that changes in the modern game had “passed by” his old school ways.

As it turned out, neither reason resulted in his departure as manager, at least not directly.

In the late-night hours of a July evening, Stengel suffered a broken hip, either while innocently getting out of a car or during a boisterous postgame celebration at Toots Shor's. (The exact details of the broken hip incident remain a mystery) The injury to the soon-to-be 75-year-old Stengel forced him to undergo surgery for a hip joint replacement, knocking him out of the managerial chair for the rest of the year and setting the stage for a takeover by coach Wes Westrum. One month later, convinced that Stengel's health would no longer allow him to manage, the Mets' front office announced the retirement of the “Old Perfessor.” Stengel handled the announcement philosophically while offering his own brand of blunt logic.

“If I can't run out there and take a pitcher out,” Stengel told the assembled media, “I'm not capable of continuing as manager".

Unlike many other Stengel proclamations, this one made complete sense. It was time for Casey to step aside, paving the way for his almost immediate election to the Hall of Fame.

The Franchise Lottery

If the Atlanta Braves hadn't broken the rules, “The Franchise” might never have landed in New York. In February of 1966, the Braves announced the signing of amateur right-hander Tom Seaver, a star pitcher at the University of Southern California. Not so fast, ruled Commissioner William “Spike” Eckert. On March 2, Eckert declared that the Braves’ contract with Seaver be deemed null and void since it broke a basic baseball rule: no college player could sign with a major league team while his collegiate season remained in progress. Eckert then offered an invitation to any other team interested in Seaver: match the Braves’ original offer of $40,000 and earn the right to participate in a lottery that would give the winner the first chance to negotiate with Seaver. The Mets, Cleveland Indians, and Philadelphia Phillies all accepted Eckert's offer, with the names of each of the three teams thrown into a hat. On April 3, Eckert presided over the lottery and presto—Seaver chose the Mets' name from the hat.

The Mets immediately started negotiations with Seaver, offered him $10,000 more than the Braves originally had, and signed him to a $50,000 bonus. “Tom Terrific” could just as easily have wound up with the Indians or the Phillies (imagine an eventual tandem of Seaver and Steve Carlton in Philadelphia), but luck—and the direction of Spike Eckert's hand—resided with the Mets on that fateful day.

Tom Terrific to the Rescue

For Mets play-by-play broadcaster Howie Rose, who also covered the team through his popular Mets Extra program on WFAN Radio, there's little doubt as to which player he admired most during his childhood years as a baseball fan.

“Unquestionably, it was Tom Seaver,” says Rose, both a lifelong fan of the Mets and one of the most respected historians of Mets culture. “Seaver came to the Mets in 1967, when they were in their sixth season in the National League, and had been just a miserable doormat before his arrival. There was this inescapable culture of losing, and at least among their fans, a growing restlessness that this acceptance of losing was going to be something permanent.”

Prior to Seaver, no player had given Mets fans hope of achieving the level of superstardom associated with a Hall of Fame icon.

“Although they had good young players that were starting to develop at the major league level—like Cleon Jones, Bud Harrelson, and Ed Kranepool—Seaver almost from the beginning was special,” says Rose. “I think that people who watched him as a rookie got the sense that they had finally developed a player who was capable of doing special things, and therefore capable of helping the Mets achieve some pretty good things on their own along the way.


[image: images]
Tom Seaver—the signature player in the history of the Mets’ franchise. PHOTO FILE/Landov



“No one obviously expected what was to happen two years later (in the form of a world championship), but clearly watching the development of Tom Seaver, watching a Hall of Famer grow as a New York Met was quite a thrill, even for a kid.”

Koosman for Patek

Without Jerry Koosman, the Mets would have been hard pressed to win their first world championship in 1969. They almost faced that predicament—only to be saved by another team's rejection of a trade offer involving “Kooz.”

Unsatisfied with their shortstop play in 1968, the Mets allegedly offered Koosman to the Pittsburgh Pirates for a highly regarded middle infield prospect named Freddie Patek. In retrospect, the deal seemed like a no-brainer for the Pirates, who certainly would have benefited from having an excellent left-handed starter near the top of their rotation for the next decade or so. At the time, however, the Pirates harbored concerns over the health of their veteran shortstop, Gene Alley, who suffered from chronic shoulder problems. With Alley's long-term availability a concern, the Pirates rejected the Mets' offer of a one-for-one deal.

In looking back at the proposed deal, fans of the Mets can thank the Pirates for their hesitancy in making a trade. Without Koosman, the Mets would have lacked a left-handed starter in their otherwise all-right-handed rotation. More importantly, they would have had to make do without an ideal No. 2 starter—a perfect complement to staff ace Tom Seaver. And then there was the shortstop situation. With young Buddy Harrelson about to emerge as one of the best fielding middle infielders in the National League, the Mets really didn't need Patek after all. And they certainly didn't need him at the cost of one of the league's most effective left-handed starting pitchers.

Bob Johnson

Not all of the Mets' top young pitching prospects of the late 1960s found long-term success in the major leagues. Originally drafted by the New York Mets in 1964, Bob Johnson was a hard-throwing right-hander who had overcome adversity in making himself one of the game's top pitching prospects. In 1967, Johnson had barely averted tragedy while pitching for the Mets’ farm team in Williamsport of the Eastern League. Johnson suffered a severely fractured leg in a serious motorcycle accident.

“I was going along pretty good when the bike skidded on about three feet of gravel on the road,” Johnson told The Sporting News. “My left leg was mangled.”

The mishap left his leg so badly damaged that two doctors recommended amputation of at least part of the limb. Fortunately, another doctor decided that the broken leg could be saved. The decision ultimately saved Johnson's career. As the young pitcher recovered from the injury, he promised himself that he would never drive another motorcycle during his professional career.

Two years later, Johnson made his major league debut as part of the “Miracle Mets,” but his career as a Met would not endure for long. After the 1969 season, the Mets included him as a throw-in in the disastrous Amos Otis-for-Joe Foy deal. Johnson, through no fault of his own, had become involved in one of the most one-sided trades in franchise history.

Although now mostly forgotten after his retirement, Johnson would pitch well in his one season with the Kansas City Royals, who then used him as off-season trade bait. Dealt to the Pittsburgh Pirates for shortstop Freddie Patek, Johnson became a secondary member of the world champion Bucs in 1971, serving as both a starter and long reliever.

Johnson followed up the Pirates’ championship season by posting one of his best major league campaigns in 1972, forging an earned run average of 2.96 as a long reliever and spot starter. But then in 1973 he found himself mired in mediocrity. After the season, the Bucs traded him to the Cleveland Indians. Once one of baseball's most pursued young pitchers, Johnson had seen his on-field value depreciate to a career low.

Later in his career, Johnson announced publicly that he had struggled with a severe drinking problem. Johnson said he had begun drinking with the Royals in 1970, and only increased his drinking habit during his three-year stay with the Pirates.

“It was affecting my behavior. I was saying things I shouldn't have been saying. I was hung over in the clubhouse most of the time,” Johnson revealed in a 1977 interview with New York Daily News baseball writer Phil Pepe.
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