
[image: Cover Page of Amazin’ Again]


[image: Half Title of Amazin’ Again]


[image: Title Page of Amazin’ Again]


Copyright © 2016 by Greg W. Prince

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Sports Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or sportspubbooks@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Sports Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.sportspubbooks.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Tom Lau

Cover photos courtesy of AP Images

All photos in insert courtesy of AP Images

ISBN: 978-1-61321-945-4

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-61321-946-1

Printed in the United States of America


FOR STEPHANIE, SUZAN, AND CHARLES.

The Princes are a pretty good team, too.


FOREWORD

I’ve always appreciated the talents of baseball beat writers. They work on strict deadlines, and have to present a coherent, well written, comprehensive account of a ballgame, including quotes from the participants within a short time after the game’s conclusion. We’re talking minutes here, not hours or days. Their product is generally outstanding.

As I write the foreword to this book, we are nearly two months removed from the conclusion of the New York Mets’ 2015 National League Championship season and I’m still not sure how to even begin to explain what happened, never mind do it in a coherent, well written and comprehensive fashion.

Thankfully, that’s not my job. That’s where Greg Prince comes in. He’s the trained professional here. He might not work on deadline, but his blog, Faith and Fear in Flushing, co-written with Jason Fry, is simply the most intelligent, well written and thought-provoking of its kind; clearly written by adults for adults. He’s the perfect person to recount the events of one of the most memorable of the Mets’ fifty-four National League seasons, in a manner that will no doubt leave you trying to figure out how they crammed so many twists and turns into just one year.

Several times during the stretch drive I remarked on the air how it felt as though the Mets had experienced three or four different seasons within the six months allocated for just one. The Jerry Blevins era seemed a lifetime ago by the time the Mets nailed down the Eastern Division title on that memorable afternoon in Cincinnati. Along the way, events started to feel eerily similar to me to other epochal moments from championship seasons past.

When the Phillies’ Jeff Francoeur hit that line drive off the leg of Carlos Torres who hacky-sacked the ball to Daniel Murphy, who somehow made a perfect flip to Torres covering first for the out, were you not somehow reminded of the Pirates’ Dave Augustine’s “ball off the wall” in 1973? If you go back that far, and you felt at the time that plays like that are not wasted on second place finishes, wasn’t that the tipoff that the division was the Mets’ to be won, just as it was forty-two improbable years earlier?

Truthfully, though, a lot of what transpired during the 2015 season reminded me more of 1969 than it did any other year. The Washington Nationals (formerly the Montreal Expos, who were born and played their first game against the Mets in ’69) were the Mets’ opening day opponents. Sure, Max Scherzer had them no-hit into the sixth inning, but of course, the Mets found a way to win, largely thanks to a couple of Ian Desmond errors. One game, one omen. Nearly six months later, in the penultimate game of the regular season, Scherzer actually did no-hit the Mets. Just as a fellow named Bob Moose of the Pittsburgh Pirates had done to them on September 20, 1969, four days before the Mets clinched the division crown.

Five days before that, on September 15, 1969, the Cardinals’ Steve Carlton dominated the Mets en route to setting a then-major league record with 19 strikeouts. Of course, Ron Swoboda hit a pair of two run homers and the Mets won, 4–3. In early September 2015, with the Mets attempting to sweep the Nationals in a three game series for the second time in a little over a month and grab firm control of the division, Washington’s Stephen Strasburg was similarly dominating the Mets, who trailed late by a run. No sooner did I reflect on the air about 1969 and say that the way things were going, I half expected Ron Swoboda to pop out of the dugout and take Strasburg deep, Kelly Johnson went full-out Swoboda and hit the next pitch out for a game-tying pinch-hit homer, the prelude to more Yoenis Cespedes magic which enabled the Mets to take out the broom.

On the afternoon that the Mets finally clinched the division in Cincinnati, just as Lucas Duda came to the plate in the first inning, I told my listening audience that in the 1969 division clincher, the Mets broke the game open with five first-inning runs (against Carlton and the Cardinals at Shea) on home runs by Donn Clendenon and Ed Charles, and wouldn’t it be great to end the suspense early against the Reds? Duda cooperated by hitting a grand slam. Surely this had to mean something special was going on here.

Okay, you want another eerie connection to 1969? Remember one of the low points of the 2015 season? The game they lost in the rain to the San Diego Padres after leading 7–1 at Citi Field probably made you wonder exactly what evil forces were working against the Mets and why? That game was played on July 30. On that very same date forty-six years earlier I was sitting in the left field loge at Shea Stadium as Gil Hodges marched from the dugout to just in front of my friends and me to remove Cleon Jones from the game as the Mets were being walloped in a doubleheader by the Houston Astros. That is widely considered a bottoming out moment for the eventual World Champion Mets of that year.

In the end, despite the chronological similarities, the Mets of 2015 fell three wins short of accomplishing what their 1969 brethren did, but as the T-Shirt says, “The Pennant Will Rise” at Citi Field with the hope that the Mets can complete their unfinished business next season in the manner that the Kansas City Royals did their own on that Sunday night in Flushing. Before that takes place, however, enjoy a far more detailed reflection on the Mets’ fifth National League Championship season written by a man who takes each Mets win and loss and finds just the right words to tap into emotions that somehow relate to every fan who reads his work. It’s consistently outstanding work, in fact, and this book serves as a wonderful testament. Enjoy the memories, and here’s to taking that one final step.

Howie Rose

Broadcaster, New York Mets

WOR Radio, 710 AM

December, 2015


HERE WE GO


OUR PRONOUN OF CHOICE

If you collect baseball cards, yet you don’t have one of me, don’t fret. Your set is still complete. If you haven’t seen me in your official yearbook, no matter how revised the edition, it wasn’t a misprint. Fast-forward or rewind through any game you’ve saved on your DVR. You won’t find me in action.

I say this because if you don’t know me and start to read what I’ve written in the pages ahead, you might be confused, because I tend to slip in and out of a certain pronoun of the first-person plural kind.

We. As in we won, we lost, we beat the Nationals, we went into first place, we were going to the playoffs, that sort of thing.

The “we” in question is the New York Mets, a baseball team for whom, as of this writing, 1,007 baseball players have played since April 11, 1962. Chronologically, they encompass everybody from Richie Ashburn to Tim Stauffer (Matt Reynolds, activated without MLB experience during the 2015 postseason, never left the bench, so he’s not among them). Alphabetically, they run from David Aardsma through Don Zimmer.

However you track your Mets, you won’t find Greg Prince among them. I never could hit, hit with power, pitch, throw or field, not even in my distant youth. I don’t think I’d have made much of a holler guy, either, so you can cross “intangibles” off my scouting report.

* * *

What I do for the Mets is root for them. I’ve been rooting for them virtually my entire life and writing about them on a regular basis for more than a decade. My rooting and writing converge at Faith and Fear in Flushing, the blog my friend Jason Fry and I update after every game the Mets play and often when they’re at rest.

We say “we” a lot there. It doesn’t occur to us not to. Our readers, when they chime in, are prone to “we” as well. Most of those Mets fans I bump into via Facebook, Twitter, and even that app known as real life seem to be on board with our pronoun. When the Mets do something, it’s “we” who feel it as much as any Met.

Now and then, someone comes along to scold those of who default to “we” for our use of first-person plural, as if we hadn’t noticed we don’t dress for games in the Met clubhouse. You’re entitled to take these things literally. We don’t. We love the Mets too much to spiritually separate ourselves from their ranks. If we could, we wouldn’t care enough to be so engaged in their daily doings.

When you read the story that ensues in this volume, you’ll be taking it in from the perspective of a highly engaged fan. I’ve written a couple of other books about the Mets, I’ve had articles published in various places and I’m very proud of our blog, but don’t mistake me for a “sportswriter.” I say that with nothing but respect for those who make a living talking to players, watching from press boxes, and banging out copy on deadline. I’m just not one of those people. In case you came here looking for inside information, you’ll come away empty. I was watching the 2015 Mets the same way I imagine you were: as a fan who wanted them to win.

That’s something they did quite a lot in the year that is the focus of this book, which made me very happy, which will probably be reflected in what you’re about to read. This is the story of the first Mets team to win more games than it lost in a season in a while; the first Mets team to extend its season beyond what was initially scheduled in a little while longer; and the first Mets team to earn an invitation to the World Series in quite a long while.

* * *

In the pages of Amazin’ Again, it is my privilege to process the experience for you as best I can, hopefully bringing to life a journey I doubt we’ll soon tire of reliving. Occasionally, I insinuate myself directly into the story. If I was at a particular game or wish to share a specifically personal observation, I don’t pretend to be detached from the narrative. But this isn’t so much my story as it is the Mets’ story … which is to say that if you are a Mets fan like I am a Mets fan, it is our story.

Let’s go immerse ourselves in it again. And Let’s Go Mets.


HOW WE GOT HERE


AN ERA UNWITTINGLY ENDS

Bobby Abreu tipped his cap en route to retirement in the fifth inning. Lucas Duda took a curtain call after belting his 30th home run in the eighth. In the ninth, Jenrry Mejia threw a pitch to L. J. Hoes of the Houston Astros that landed in the glove of Eric Young Jr. for the 27th Houston out of the day and the final box score notation of the season. The New York Mets were 8–3 winners. Time of game was two hours and forty-two minutes.

This was where Met time stood still, or at least hit pause.

At 3:53 p.m. EDT on Sunday, September 28, 2014, in the village of Flushing in the borough of Queens in the City of New York, the 2014 Mets ceased to exist as an active entity. From that moment forward, they’d be a memory, probably the quickly fading kind.

You couldn’t blame the 34,897 who held tickets for the last game of the year if they weren’t bound to retain much about the team whose victory had just pushed its permanent record to 79–83 and clinched for itself a share of second place in the National League East. Those who came and sat in the Citi Field sun one more time until its playing surface was mostly covered in September shadow might have just been in it for the pleasant afternoon out. That’s fair. That’s the great thing about baseball. Baseball appeals to a lot of people on a lot of levels. For example, baseball also attracts collectors, and with the Mets distributing Casey Stengel bobbleheads to the first 20,000 through the turnstiles (no matter that they more closely resembled vice principal Woodman from Welcome Back Kotter than they did the Ol’ Perfesser), there was likely a percentage who paid their way in for the privilege of scooping up the premium.

Sprinkled into the crowd had to be at least a handful of Closing Day aficionados. I know there was one on hand that day, for certain: me. I make it a point to attend the final regularly scheduled home game of every Met season. I appreciate the closure. I relish applauding the Mets who we know we’ll never see again, like Abreu, who had announced the previous Friday that this weekend would seal his 18-year career. I revel in the round-number milestones that tend to mark a 162nd game; Duda’s 30th homer had me up and out of my seat like a shot. And as for the win itself, well, a win is a win, no matter if it’s keeping your team in the race or signifying that the race was run and you rooted for an also-ran.

* * *

If you made it to Citi Field on Sunday, September 28, you could have been there for any number of reasons, but the thrilling conclusion to a dramatic winning season wasn’t one of them. The 2014 Mets’ version of second place was distant. It was 17 games to the rear of the division champion Washington Nationals, nowhere near a wild card and held in tandem with the recently crumpled Atlanta Braves. The “second-place Mets” had no ring to it. No T-shirts would be printed in their honor, not even by the merchandising masterminds at The 7 Line. Major League Baseball’s gradual expansion of postseason eligibility had yet to yield a spot for a 79–83 enterprise.

It was a higher finish and a better record than the Mets had seen for a few years, but it wasn’t far removed from the standings and totals the club had been churning out since leaving Shea Stadium and entering Citi Field in 2009. They had yet to win 80 games in a single post-Shea season. They had yet to compete for any prize that wasn’t a draft pick in the second half of any year in the 2010s. The decade was half over and the Mets seemed stuck at its beginning. They were 79–83 in 2010. Sandy Alderson and Terry Collins were hired immediately thereafter to improve the ballclub. Four seasons later, they were guiding the Mets to the exact same set of numbers.

For those in attendance on this Closing Day and, really, every Closing Day at Citi Field to date, it appeared the Mets were running in place and walking in circles. Another season ended and the Mets were going a) home and b) nowhere.

Or were they?

* * *

Home, sure. The season was over. But going nowhere? Perhaps the Mets had maintained a maddening consistency across a stretch of sub-.500 seasons, but as long as baseball was ending and you had time enough at last to peruse how the Mets wound up where they did, you could divine hints of progress. At their nadir, the 2014 Mets were 38–49. In their next 75 games, they notched 41 wins. They won more than they lost from the All-Star break onward. From August 29 through September 28, they went 17–11. Again, it was not the stuff of commemorative beer steins, but a different trajectory from that to which we had become miserably accustomed. Usually the hope would tease us in June, only to turn its back on us during some summer-wilting West Coast swing.

This time around, the Mets were getting better as the year got later. They were not yet what you’d call good, but on this Closing Day, once you unpaused and began to mentally fast-forward toward 2015, you could legitimately envision some reasonably exciting coming attractions.

You just couldn’t imagine the entirety of what was coming soon.


THE SPIRIT OF ’67

There was an old lady, according to a mischievous children’s song of yore, who swallowed a fly and, eventually, a creature from virtually every species in a doomed initiative to catch the fly that buzzed around inside her.

That fictional matron had nothing on Bing Devine, general manager of the New York Mets in 1967, the man who set in motion of a chain of events that would have profound impact on the team’s fortunes in 2015.

On June 6, 1967, the Mets were working toward constructing an eventual champion. That was the goal, anyway. They didn’t know how close they were to achieving it in the late ’60s and they certainly had no clue they were laying the foundation for another one that wouldn’t emerge for nearly a half-century.

Picturing 2015 back in 1967 was beyond the scope of all but the most ambitious futurologists; for example, who have guessed the Rolling Stones would still be touring 48 years later? In baseball terms, it was tough enough to find a player who you could be reasonably confident would contribute to your ballclub in the not so distant future. The Mets had the first choice in the 1966 draft, and opted for Steve Chilcott over Reggie Jackson. Five-hundred sixty-three home runs later—all of them Jackson’s—Cooperstown opted only for Reggie.

No, you can’t always get what you want, but Devine was going to try this time to get what the Mets needed with the fourth overall pick in baseball’s third-ever June amateur draft. He and the Mets selected a seventeen-year-old left-hander out of West Chester, Pennsylvania, named Jonathan Trumpbour Matlack. The Mets were barely more than five years old themselves and, to the outside world, light years away from contending. On the day they drafted Matlack, the Mets were holding down tenth place in the National League, a place they finished every year from 1962 through 1965, a place so low it would soon cease to exist.

By the time Matlack made it to the majors to stay, the Mets had already toppled baseball’s established order and won a world championship. Nobody had seen those 1969 Mets coming, even if opposing general managers knew Matlack was on his way. He was regularly mentioned as a target in trade talks when the Mets looked into acquiring hitters—talks that went nowhere, given the Mets’ fervent belief that young, talented starting pitching is what was going to turn them from pretender to contender. In the wake of the emergence of Tom Seaver, Jerry Koosman, Nolan Ryan, Jim McAndrew, and Gary Gentry, who could argue?

The Mets held on to Matlack. Their judgment was confirmed as wise when he won the NL Rookie of the Year award in 1972 and helped pitch them to a pennant in 1973. He continued to excel despite little run support for several seasons thereafter. At some point, though, with the Mets having reached the end of their run of contention, the club finally relented and traded Matlack—by now a veteran—in their endless quest for any kind of offensive upgrade.

* * *

In December of 1977, the Mets included Matlack in a four-team deal that brought them back three players. The headliner was Willie Montañez, a power-hitting first baseman known for the flair with which he rounded the bases on his occasional home run trots. Willie would give Mets fans a few highlights in an otherwise barren 1978, definitely doing more than one of the other players who came over in that trade, reserve outfielder Tom Grieve. Grieve lasted only that one less than ordinary season (.208/.273/.297) as a Met. Before 1978 could drift into 1979, Tom was swapped to St. Louis in exchange for Brooklyn-born pitcher Pete Falcone.

Falcone had ability but his results were spotty and he was part of a team that was, to put it kindly, perpetually in transition. He made it through four Met seasons before electing free agency. Once Pete signed with the Braves on December 20, 1982, the Mets were granted a compensatory pick in the next June draft, a selection they used on outfielder Stanley Jefferson.

It was Jefferson’s misfortune to play center field for an organization whose path to the majors through that position was blocked. Stanley got a taste of champagne as a September call-up in 1986, but he had no chance of dislodging the incumbent center field platoon of Mookie Wilson and Lenny Dykstra. It was no wonder Jefferson became a throw-in to the blockbuster deal that followed the 1986 World Series, the one that sent Kevin Mitchell to San Diego for Kevin McReynolds.

McReynolds could do everything well except exude the kind of passion that differentiated the 1986 Mets from their immediate successors. Still, he was a top-notch player who contributed substantially to the 1988 NL East champs, and the trade that made him a Met looked like a good one … until the Mets failed to win another title and Mitchell was rejuvenated after being traded from the Padres to the Giants. When that Kevin earned league MVP honors in 1989, McReynolds’s value seemed to dim in New York. Two years later, the Kevin the Mets had to have was shipped to Kansas City in another headline-grabber, this one landing two-time Cy Young awardee Bret Saberhagen.

* * *

Saberhagen had his ups and downs as a Met, but downs were the order of the day in general during his 1992–95 Flushing tenure. The Mets had become one of those teams that looked to shop its big names and salaries at the July trading deadline. Saberhagen went on the market and eventually to the nouveau-riche Colorado Rockies. Among the lesser lights obtained by the Mets for Bret was a minor leaguer who never made it to The Show, a pitcher named Arnold Gooch. Gooch rose only as high as Double-A Binghamton until he was folded into a three-way transaction that resulted in speedy Roger Cedeño joining the Mets for the 1999 campaign.

What a season it was for Cedeño, who was taken under the wing of Rickey Henderson and learned to steal bases so well that he set the team record (since broken by Jose Reyes) with 66 thefts. Roger was a key piece of the first Mets playoff team in eleven years and attracted the attention of the Astros in the offseason. Houston had a 22-game winner on its roster, lefty Mike Hampton. Hampton was due a payday. The Astros didn’t want to ante up. So a deal was arranged: Cedeño and Octavio Dotel for Hampton and Derek Bell.

Hampton was a rental who turned out to be a fine timeshare. Mike won 15 games as a Met and thoroughly shut down the Cardinals in the 2000 NLCS, taking home series MVP honors. It was a nice prize to pack up and take out the door with him as he pursued free agency and, ultimately, the wonders of greater Denver’s public schools. When Colorado signed Hampton away from the Mets, the Mets became entitled to a supplemental first-round pick in the June 2001 draft.

* * *

One day shy of thirty-four years after the Mets grabbed Jon Matlack—who begat a thread that unspooled through Tom Grieve, Pete Falcone, Stan Jefferson, Kevin McReynolds, Bret Saberhagen, Arnie Gooch, Roger Cedeño, and Mike Hampton—a successor to Bing Devine selected an eighteen-year-old third baseman from Chesapeake, Virginia, a high school graduate by the name of David Allen Wright.

The kid was born on December 20, 1982 … or the exact same day Falcone signed with the Braves.

The old lady who swallowed a cow to catch the goat to catch the dog to catch the cat to catch the bird to catch the spider to catch the fly couldn’t have planned it any more thoroughly or, let’s be honest, accidentally. Met management across multiple generations was just trying to improve its team in the here and now. What GMs Devine (the Matlack selection), Joe McDonald (the trades for Grieve and Falcone), Frank Cashen (the drafting of Jefferson, the trade for McReynolds), Al Harazin (the Saberhagen acquisition), Joe McIlvaine (picking up Gooch), and Steve Phillips (getting Cedeño, then Hampton, then making the fateful pick of Wright) wound up conspiring to accomplish was the cementing of the cornerstone of a National League champion. The championship wouldn’t be achieved until some very far off year, but everything has to start somewhere.

Nobody knew it any better on June 5, 2001, than they could have on June 6, 1967, but the day David Wright was drafted by the New York Mets was the day the first mile marker along the road to the 2015 World Series was driven solidly into the franchise’s terra firma.


WRIGHT HERE, WRIGHT STILL

David Wright lived a charmed baseball life. He was born and raised in the Tidewater region of Virginia, which as any Mets fan with a memory can tell you was where just about every Met minor leaguer of note played before making the majors between 1969 and 2006. David’s proximity to the Tidewater and later Norfolk Tides made him a Mets fan growing up. His swift progress through the system, topping out as a Triple-A Tide, made him a Met by the age of twenty-one. He broke in on July 21, 2004, for a faltering Mets club that desperately needed a boost. The Mets kept faltering, but David was on the rise from the moment he showed up at Shea. In 69 games as a rookie, the young third baseman hit .293 and homered 14 times.

Things only got better in 2005, when his OPS measured .912 and his bare hand pulled in a pop fly in the sort of play that makes an athlete a SportsCenter staple. The Mets improved as a team in 2005 and then emerged in a significant fashion in 2006, winning a division title and reaching the seventh game of the National League Championship Series. The kid who wore No. 5 was rapidly becoming the No. 1 attraction in Queens, having made his first All-Star team in ’06 and finishing ninth in MVP voting.

Thereafter, David Wright’s baseball life grew less and less charmed.

* * *

Individually, he put together a pair of dynamite individual seasons, but the Mets of 2007 and 2008 injected “collapse” into their fans’ vocabularies in each of those Septembers. The club moved to their new ballpark, Citi Field, in 2009, a facility that was friendlier to the Brooklyn Dodger legacy than it was Wright’s opposite-field power. No Met hit many home runs at home in ’09, but the drought was most noticeable for David, whose overall tater total tumbled from 33 to 10. Also, for his trouble, he went on the disabled list for the first time in his career after an accidental beaning from the Giants’ Matt Cain. Meanwhile, the Mets cut out the collapsing middleman by simply ceasing to contend.

David would craft some representative numbers in the seasons ahead and be mightily appreciated for his labors. The respectful young man who not long before embodied a bright Met future in tandem with shortstop Jose Reyes grew into the clear leader of a ballclub in search of itself. Whereas Reyes was allowed to leave as a free agent after winning a batting title in 2011, Wright was signed to an extremely long-term deal, essentially guaranteeing he’d play his entire presumably lengthy career as a New York Met, an act of Metropolitan endurance essentially nobody not named Ed Kranepool or Ron Hodges could claim.

Wright also had bestowed on him the title of captain entering the 2013 season, a fitting responsibility for a player who’d put himself out front for a franchise that had spent years otherwise rattling around in a fit of sustained futility. When things went well for the team, the media flocked to David’s locker for an analysis. When things went awry (as they tended to do), he wore the de facto designation—per President Obama’s description of former President Clinton—of explainer-in-chief.

After one of those seasons when hope crumbled late, David would stoically pronounce, “It’s obviously painful” or “We failed as a team.” When the Mets would gather again and the odds looked long, David would display his stiffest upper lip: “We’re expecting to go out there and win the National League East and go deep in the playoffs and win the World Series.” And when that didn’t happen? “At the end of the day,” he’d admit, “it’s tough to really enjoy anything [when] we … don’t make the playoffs again.”

In his first decade on the job, Wright made seven All-Star teams, a Met total matched only by Darryl Strawberry and surpassed only by Tom Seaver. He picked up a couple of Gold Gloves. He finished as high as fourth in MVP balloting. He was dubbed “Captain America” for his efforts on behalf of Team USA in the World Baseball Classic and generated enough support among Mets fans to be voted the Face of MLB, a rather silly Twitter exercise, but one reflective of Mets-lovers’ loyalty to their main man.

* * *

“Forever” was a perilous term for a franchise that twice let Seaver—a.k.a. The Franchise—leave its premises, but David Wright was going to be a Met forever. From 2004 to eternity was a long road, but you somehow knew or at least hoped that when the Mets made themselves playoff-eligible again, the Captain would be at the heart of it.

For all that goodwill, Wright wasn’t getting any younger or healthier. He’d missed time in 2011 due to a back injury and again in 2013 (hamstring) and 2014 (shoulder). For that matter, the Mets weren’t getting any better if you viewed their progress through the prism of winning more than they lost. When he signed the contract that would keep him a Met through 2020, David swore he was assured by Sandy Alderson and Jeff Wilpon that help was on its way. In his earlier years, he played alongside Mike Piazza, Tom Glavine, Cliff Floyd, Pedro Martinez, Carlos Beltran, Carlos Delgado, Paul Lo Duca, Billy Wagner, and Johan Santana. Now that was what you could call help, even if they only helped so much for so long. The Mets weren’t bringing in that stratum of established talent any longer, not in the post-Bernie Madoff reality in which ownership was trying to do business. The bulk of the talent Wright was convinced was coming was going to have to rise like he did, from the Mets’ farm system.

Were the Mets really growing something special down there? Or was all the talk David was dying to believe the baseball equivalent of a load of fertilizer?


SUCCESS HAS TWO DADDIES

Success, it is said, has many fathers, but failure is an orphan. The 2015 Mets, you might say, had two daddies. DNA testing was in the eye of the beholder. There was the GM who made all the right personnel moves and there was the GM who reaped more than his share of kudos for the other guy’s vision.

Ah, but which was which? Sandy Alderson had been Generally Managing the Mets since the fall of 2010, taking over for the generally disparaged Omar Minaya. The Mets became, in the books where this information is inscribed, Sandy’s team.

Yet, where would have Sandy’s team have been without Omar’s players? There was, naturally, a passel of holdovers on the Mets’ organizational depth chart when Sandy took over. Some who tired of waiting for Alderson to weave his alleged magic wished to make the case for Minaya as prophet without honor in bequeathing his successor a richly stocked pool of potential. Say what you will, they said, but you can’t say Omar didn’t recognize talent. When some young Mets began to impress, it seemed worth noting they were the products of Minaya’s due diligence

At odds with this worldview was a contingent that believed Alderson was exactly what the Mets needed because Minaya left the franchise in such shoddy shape, thus requiring Sandy’s steady guidance and copious amounts of time for him to undo Omar’s damage. The sense from this perspective was Minaya was an adequate GM when he had a mandate to act impulsively and a barrel of Madoff money to throw at somebody else’s stars. When his approach didn’t yield immediate results (and after a while it unquestionably didn’t), Omar could never quite explain himself satisfactorily, making the calm, cool, sabermetrically inclined bearing of Alderson’s front office a necessary balm for a wounded baseball operation.

There you had it: two versions of essentially the same situation, perfect fodder for one of those flashback-heavy episodes of The Odd Couple in which Oscar is the righteously aggrieved party until Felix gets his turn to tell the tale.

* * *

I thought the hindsight-laden attempt to assign definitive credit and blame was a bizarre parlor game for Mets fans to indulge in. Cable news channels traffic in black and white. Orange and blue is far more complex than grimy partisan politics. True, you have to fill up the hours between the last pitch last night and the first pitch tonight, but slagging Minaya/Alderson just so you can ladle additional praise on Alderson/Minaya? How about being happy that you’re happy with the players you’ve got, however they got here?

At the time of Omar Minaya’s unmourned departure from New York, seven 2015 Mets to be—besides David Wright, who was drafted and signed by Steve Phillips—had already bowed for the big club; four of them would prove themselves April-to-autumn mainstays when ’15 rolled around. By the end of the 2010 season, a dozen eventual members of the 2015 squad were in the minors, most prominent among them the core of their starting rotation, their usually lockdown closer, and the infielder who’d become their emotional avatar.
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