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    INTRODUCTION

    The Miracle Mets

  

  In the final campaign of the 20th century, the newly minted Arizona Diamondbacks reached baseball’s postseason pinnacle (as National League West Division champs) in only their second year of existence—a record for quick success and unexpected overachievement not likely to be surpassed in baseball’s foreseeable future. Arizona’s arrival at the top of the pecking order with 100 victories in franchise year two came considerably faster than that of the Florida Marlins (world champions in their fifth season) or Colorado Rockies (wild-card winners in their third season), other recent expansion clubs boasting high-octane marches to respectability. But such overnight successes in Phoenix, Denver and Miami cannot justifiably be compared with other baseball achievements during most of the century. The baseball world of the nineties, with its thin talent pools and constant roster shifts, is not measurable against a baseball scene that existed before free-agency and rampant franchise expansion changed everything and tarnished many of the game’s cherished milestones and traditional modes of operation. New York’s beloved Mets—born during the first wave of league expansion in the early 1960s—were, for an earlier and far more stable baseball universe, unchallenged as the sport’s greatest-ever expansion success story. And by all reasonable measures they still remain so.

  The New York Mets still provide one of baseball’s most glamorous sagas of the modern age. In an era when dynasty teams like the National League Pirates, Cardinals, and Reds, and American League Oakland A’s and Baltimore Orioles still reigned supreme season after season, the lowly New Yorkers lost 100 or more and lived in the league basement for five of their first six campaigns, then shocked the baseball world with a near-30-game turnaround and “miracle” championship in only their eighth season of existence. It was an unprecedented feat at the time, and remains one of the game’s most remarkable rags-to-riches stories. These woebegone Mets, who launched their history as one of baseball’s most consistent losers, were, at the same time, also one of America’s most beloved professional sports teams. This was especially true even before the dual “miracles” of 1969 and 1973, when New York’s cherished team twice unpredictably sprung from “worst to first” in the seeming flash of an eye.

  Some of baseball’s most legendary moments of the past six decades belong to New York’s 50-year-old National League ball club. There are still no more loveable losers found anywhere in the game’s annals than the inaugural New York squad of 1962, when expansion first came to the senior circuit and left New Yorkers with a bungling, rag-tag outfit that set countless new standards for epic losing and inept performance. The “miracle” pennant and world title of 1969 remains even today the national pastime’s most memorable tale of altogether unlikely success. And there are other matching sagas through the years that also sound a memorable nostalgic note. There is manager Casey Stengel’s stoic tomfoolery, which made an entertaining circus of daily losing. There was the dramatic rebuilding of Mets fortunes in the wake of the tragic death of original miracle worker Gil Hodges. There were the glorious half a dozen seasons of the mid-eighties that witnessed the record winning of manager Davey Johnson and the meteoric rise of pitching phenom Dwight Gooden. And there was the late-1990s resurgence to prominence under manager Bobby Valentine, spiced by one of baseball’s most fearsome modern-day lineups and by the short tenure of perhaps the best defensive infield in modern baseball history.

  The Mets also hold their own for colorful and legendary ballplayers and managers. Tom Seaver was the first true franchise star and easily one of the most dominant pitchers of the late 20th century. Casey Stengel has no parallel in the lineage that stretches from John McGraw and Connie Mack to Sparky Anderson and Tony La Russa when it comes to baseball’s most enigmatic and beloved Hall of Fame managers. Gil Hodges was one of the most idolized ballplayers in New York City in the decade before the Mets were born (the decade that also featured Mantle and Snider and Mays) and then won countless new hearts as a dedicated manager who worked true early-expansion miracles. Marvelous Marv Throneberry earned more lasting notoriety in a shorter time span and for fewer on-field accomplishments than perhaps any figure in the history of the national pastime. Slow-footed slugger Rusty Staub was a workingman’s franchise hero of a most unpredictable cut when it comes to ballplaying legends. Flaky southpaw Tug McGraw not only keyed a World Series drive but coined the memorable phrases that captured an entire giddy era of New York Mets history. Dwight “Doc” Gooden was perhaps not only the most memorable tragic hero of Mets annals, but also one of the biggest talent-laced phenoms and simultaneously one of the biggest washouts of the last several big league decades. And in more recent epochs, there was also the incomparable Mike Piazza, a big-muscled slugger who thrilled pre-millennium Shea Stadium partisans while on his personal road to glory as baseball’s all-time best-hitting catcher.

  The following pages recount the full saga of the always lovable, sometimes laughable, and often glamorous New York Mets. The New York Mets Encyclopedia, Third Edition provides the complete and exciting account of modern baseball’s most popular expansion franchise. From those lovable basement-dwelling losers of 1962 and 1963 to the champion Miracle Mets of 1969 and 1973 to the year-in and year-out contenders of the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s, New York’s National League Mets have written some of the most exciting and colorful pages in modern major league history. This is the team that captured the hearts of New Yorkers and ball fans everywhere with their well-documented high jinks under double-talking manager Casey Stengel, then only half a dozen years later climbed straight to baseball’s pinnacle under gifted yet ill-fated manager Gil Hodges. The irrepressible Stengel provided the necessary first doses of notoriety and utility infielder Don Zimmer was only the first of many to note that perhaps nobody would have paid the least notice to the earliest editions of the Mets had it not been for the impish behaviors of manager Stengel. Hodges was in turn responsible for the sudden dose of nobility which overnight descended upon baseball’s most surprising rags-to-riches winners.

  This is also the franchise that has been home to many of the game’s biggest and most controversial on-field stars and celebrities of the past three decades. Among them are such unforgettable diamond characters as self-destructive man-child Dwight Gooden; moody mound wizard David Cone; reckless renegade slugger Darryl Strawberry; limelight-loving, heavy-artillery backstop Gary Carter; gritty and determined outfielder Lenny “Nails” Dykstra; glue-fingered first sacker Keith Hernandez; and baseball’s more recent high-salaried superstars, including all-world catcher Mike Piazza, batting king Jose Reyes, and surprise Cy Young hurler R.A. Dickey.

  Designed to overhaul and supplant all previously published Mets histories, this colorful volume combines detailed and highly readable narrative history with substantial archive photographs, rich statistical data, and intimate portraits of all the team’s most memorable on-field and off-field personalities. A fast-paced opening chapter relives two notable recent campaigns at Shea Stadium, crammed with unfulfilled potential and squandered promise, and thus sets the stage for a decade of chaotic ups and downs under a quartet of inconsistent field bosses. No major league club was more disappointing in 2002 than the New York Mets; yet no franchise provided more gripping on-field action or more tantalizing front-office intrigues. The full scope of the Mets’ initial 41-season life span is presented with a detailed historical overview (Chapter 2) that features a year-by-year Mets chronology and season-by-season opening-day lineups. Also provided with additional chapters are profiles of all twenty Mets field managers (Chapter 7); personal portraits (Chapter 8) of two dozen front office personalities and beloved TV and radio broadcasters (including Ralph Kiner, Lindsey Nelson, Tim McCarver and Bob Murphy); nostalgic looks back at unforgettable franchise moments (Chapter 4); reviews of the dozen most memorable Mets seasons (Chapter 5); and complete postseason summaries and highlights (Chapter 6). In short, this is the complete story of one of baseball’s most engaging franchises.

  This book also includes capsule biographies (Chapter 3) of one hundred of the top Mets players, including the 25 most memorable stars and important role players from each of the team’s first four decades. Highlighted are the New York careers of notables and “unforgettables” such as “Marvelous Marv” Throneberry, Tom Seaver, Jerry Koosman, Al Jackson, Willie Mays, Ed Kranepool, Richie Ashburn, Duke Snider, Roger Craig, Tug McGraw, Dave Kingman, Tommie Agee, Rusty Staub, Keith Hernandez, Dwight Gooden, Gary Carter, Darryl Strawberry, Lee Mazzilli, Howard Johnson, Lenny Dykstra, David Cone, Eddie Murray, Bret Saberhagen, John Franco, John Olerud, Edgardo Alfonso, Mike Piazza, Al Leiter and many more who wore the blue and orange for productive full careers or perhaps only for a mere handful of swan-song seasons.

  Two final narrative chapters update the heady saga of Mets roller-coaster seasons at century’s end and thus at the dawn of a new baseball millennium. Chapter 9 catalogs events of the exciting 1998 and 1999 summer sessions, transitional rebuilding years that brought home run mania (with Mark McGwire and Sammy Sosa) to big league fans across the nation and also brought Mike Piazza, Robin Ventura and Rickey Henderson to Shea Stadium. The events of these two upbeat and success-laced campaigns are painted as a vital bridge between a glorious franchise past and a hopeful franchise future poised at the threshold of a new baseball century. Chapter 10 recreates the most recent Mets pinnacle year of 2000 that culminated in an unanticipated National League pennant and the first all-New York Subway Series in more than four full decades.

  In addition to its 10 narrative chapters, The New York Mets Encyclopedia, Third Edition contains a complete statistical records section (Chapter 11), featuring career stats—updated through the 2012 season—for all past and present Mets players, as well as all-time team and individual season and career records, plus season-by-season capsule summaries of all 51 Mets campaigns. The book thus provides a comprehensive guide to the detailed numerology that underpins the constantly evolving story of New York Mets baseball. It is hoped that this volume will hold nostalgic appeal for every Mets fan, whether his or her own attachment to the hometown team grows from the unmatched and heart-stopping miracles of the late sixties and early seventies; the heroics of Gooden, Carter, Hernandez and Strawberry throughout the eighties; or the recent performances of contemporary Mets stars of the thrill-packed nineties and beyond.

  As has so often been repeated in the prefatory notes of grateful authors, all books are to some variable extent a cooperative team effort; all authors are indebted to many unseen collaborators who have supported, improved upon and facilitated their own more visible efforts. Two earlier editions owe a considerable debt of gratitude to conscientious editors at Sports Publishing L.L.C. —most especially acquisitions editor Mike Pearson (initiator of the project) and in-house editors Claudia Mitori and Mark Zulauf (whose efforts made the Second Edition a better product than it might otherwise have been). A Third Edition has now been guided through updates by Julie Ganz at Skyhorse Publishing. My initial research for this project was also made easier by the cooperation and support of longtime Mets Media Relations Director Jay Horwitz and former General Manager Omar Minaya. In compiling this Third Edition an effort has been made to retain the structural integrity and original themes of successful earlier editions while at the same time bringing the historical record up to date across the past decade and through the Golden Anniversary Fiftieth season of 2011 and beyond. Most notably, additions have been made to all the following sections: Chapter 3 (Memorable Players), Chapter 6 (Postseason Heroics), Chapter 7 (Managers), Chapter 9 (Mets at the Millennium), and Chapter 11 (Mets by the Numbers). Despite these changes, the central thrust of the volume remains focused on the most glorious episodes of the New York Mets saga—the epochs falling within the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s and late 1990s.


  
    CHAPTER 1

    Summers of Endless Disappointment:

    Mets Struggles at the Dawn of the New Century

  

  Once all the cheering abated and all the second-guessing finally subsided, there was only one way to categorize the New York Mets second season of the new millennium. From beginning to bitter end, the roller coaster 2001 campaign—coming as it did on the heels of a surprising 2000 National League championship—was marked by stark disappointment and seemingly endless frustrations. Not unreasonably, Mets boosters had now expected a fast-paced return trip to World Series action. Instead they got only a long drawn-out summer of exasperating trials and tribulations. The spirit-lifting Subway Series of 2000 quickly proved to be a mere aberration of short duration and not at all the devoutly wished-for prologue to a multi-act repeat-performance drama.

  The 2001 campaign had its eerie parallels with several previous seasons from Mets annals that also followed hard in the wake of National League championship triumphs. The original Miracle Mets outfit of 1969, for example, quickly gave way to three disappointing summers dulled by identical 83-win ledgers and a trio of underachieving third-place division finishes. Two of these early Mets collapses came under legendary manager Gil Hodges and the third was suffered under the unflappable Yogi Berra, and together they constituted a deeply disturbing drop-off from the 100 victories and giddy postseason heroics posted by Seaver, Agee, Clendenon, Kranepool and company during the first season marked by league divisional play.

  After Berra’s subsequent 1973 ball club stunned the baseball world by rallying from 11.5 games back in mid-August to capture a second surprise NL crown for the rags-to-riches New Yorkers, there was yet another relapse of monumental proportions for the Shea Stadium denizens. The 1974 season witnessed an even steeper fall-off to 20 games below .500 in the won-lost column and an embarrassing fifth-place slot in the weak NL East. Berra eventually lost his job by the two-thirds mark of the 1975 campaign as the New Yorkers continued to plod along in third place, despite Seavers’ personal rebound from 11-11 to 22-9 and a third coveted Cy Young trophy. And again in 1987 the prosperity-loathing Mets showed a similar propensity to disappoint in the immediate wake of pennant successes, this time splicing a second-place 1987 finish between the World Championship of the previous October and the 1988 NL East banner which lay just around the corner.

  Such a track record in the past certainly should have duly warned present-day Mets faithful against any untoward optimism in the shadows of the first all-New York World Series in four-plus decades. History certainly seems to suggest clearly enough that there was little out of the ordinary about the Mets dramatic tumble of 2001 and beyond.

  There was no shortage of ready explanations for what happened to Bobby Valentine’s underperforming club after a slow start in April and May transformed itself painfully into a season-long swoon by late August and early September. The 2000 season might very well have appeared to signal that these Mets were finally about to jell under the volatile Valentine and his stable of seasoned veterans fronted by Piazza, Leiter and Ventura. The Subway World Series (Chapter 10) had indeed been a wild ride, with New York’s National League entrant advancing on to a second consecutive postseason appearance for the first time in team history. But the handwriting was already on the wall during the World Series itself. Despite five pitchers with double-figure victory totals (for the first time since 1988) and a new club-record 198 round trippers during regular-season action, timely hitting and dominant pitching failed the Mets repeatedly during the year’s ultimate series. The New York National Leaguers hit only .229 overall and socked only four homers (two by Piazza) while dropping four of five contests to the three-peat champion Yankees. No Mets bench players ever stepped up big like José Vizcaino and Luis Sojo consistently did for the rival Yanks. This Mets team—Valentine’s fifth—was, in the end, an outfit not yet ready to perform confidently when championships were squarely on the line.

  What the Mets desperately needed going into 2001 was a complete lineup revamping. Bringing about a total facelift and not fine-tuning or sporadic tinkering seemed the order of the day. The pitching had actually been weakened after the World Series, with the off-season departures of 15-game winner Mike Hampton and 11-game winner Bobby Jones. No significant bats had been added to an aging lineup and team speed also remained a major unresolved concern. (The Mets’ 66 stolen bases in 2001 were the third lowest team total in the entire senior circuit; two years earlier Roger Cedeño had himself pilfered that number.) Yet a batting order overhaul was precisely what General Manager Steve Phillips and his staff failed to deliver during the intervening off-season months. This was a team that obviously lacked offensive power—especially during the clutch late-season pennant drive and the October showdown with the cross-town Yankees. And there were some potential solutions looming on the horizon. For one, prized free-agent slugger Alex Rodríguez of the Seattle Mariners was on the open market and seemed to promise at least a partial quick-fix for any underweight offense. But the Mets never seriously entered the runaway bidding wars that eventually landed A-Rod a blockbuster record-breaking $252 million 10-year deal with the Texas Rangers. With Todd Zeile and Robin Ventura seemingly on the downside cycle of once hefty careers, the Mets offensive weaknesses promised to become even more obvious during the following spring and summer.
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  Roger Cedeño brought outfield defense and basepath speed back to the Mets lineup in 2002. (AP/WWP)

  New York’s front office crew had stood absolutely still during the off-season and a severe price would soon enough be paid for that most unforgivable sin. The defending NL champions would quickly prove to be a lethargic bunch throughout most of the 2001 campaign. Valentine’s aging lineup—one that still featured Zeile and Ventura on the infield corners and the altogether anemic bats of Jay Payton, Benny Agbayani and Japanese import Tsuyoshi Shinjo in the pastures (with 24 homers and 114 RBIs between them)—simply couldn’t score enough timely runs to put together anything like a consistent string of victories as the summer progressed. For much of the year the Mets hovered ten games or more below the break-even point and thus trailed not only the powerhouse Braves and surprising upstart Phillies, but also the usually tame and still-rebuilding Florida Marlins.

  The year 2001 provided clear echoes of campaigns that had followed the Mets’ second pennant victory in 1973 and the immediate follow-up swoon of 1974, a dip that would stretch throughout the mid-seventies. No one in the NL East seemed ready to take command of a wide-open 2001 pennant race that promised to go all the way to the wire. Atlanta (with John Burkett providing the only consistent backup to Tom Glavine and Greg Maddux) was no longer the dominant juggernaut it had been for most of the previous decade; the Braves now faced their own considerable headaches with an aging pitching staff that was a mere shadow of the one they boasted only a few seasons earlier. Philadelphia, behind slugging third sacker Scott Rolen, played surprisingly well under rookie skipper Larry Bowa but was nonetheless still widely deemed to be “a late-season collapse waiting to happen.” Thus despite their lackadaisical play of late spring and mid-summer, the struggling Mets still found themselves within striking distance when late September rolled around and the stretch-run schedule offered crucial home-and-away sets with the front-running Braves during the final two weeks of the campaign. And in the fashion of most Bobby Valentine-managed teams, this one—for all its shortcomings—still appeared gritty enough to take full advantage of opportunities handed to them.

  The late-season rush was doomed to fall short, however, and the causes were those flaws that had plagued the team all year. Clutch hitting was simply not available when it was most needed during the two final showdown match-ups with the rival Braves. Much on-field and off-field emotion surrounded the New Yorkers’ last-minute surge—played out against the somber backdrop of September 11 terrorist attacks on Manhattan and the consequently readjusted final two weeks of the major-league baseball schedule. Several late-inning stretch-run losses to the pesky Braves—alongside a crushing 10-1 shellacking by Pittsburgh that spelled final elimination—together mirrored the full-season Mets collapse. New York didn’t score either early enough or often enough in most games and boasted little speed on the base paths to offset other glaring lineup weaknesses. The injury-wrecked season experienced by usually reliable second baseman Edgardo Alfonso, plus early-season arm troubles suffered by ace Al Leiter, were further complications yet hardly main causes. In the end the Mets sat in third place, six games behind the Braves and four behind the Phillies, and also a mere pair of games above the barely adequate .500 break-even mark.

  Inconsistent offense indisputably brought the 2001 Mets down to earth in the long run. Not only was there preciously little timely hitting, but the lineup was an all-too-easy one for rival hurlers to face when it came to pitching around the Mets’ top offensive weapons. New York first basemen (usually a power position in any lineup) ranked last in the entire league in home runs (with a mere total of 13, and only 10 from Zeile) and next-to-last in slugging percentage. Mid-season outfield addition Matt Lawton (acquired in late July for starter Rick Reed) hit only .246 over 48 games at Shea Stadium, after batting a hefty .293 in 103 contests with Minnesota. Utility infielder Desi Relaford (.301) was the club’s only .300 hitter alongside mainstay Mike Piazza, who contributed a flat .300 mark and a team-leading 94 RBIs. Only last-place Pittsburgh posted a lower team batting average, only Montreal socked fewer total homers, and no other NL club scored fewer runs.

  Pitching was not an exceptionally strong suit either, though the inconsistent Mets mound corps held up surprisingly well at times, especially considering such lame support from the offense. While there were only three double-figure winners and no arms boasting more than 11 victories, the club ERA was still fifth-best in the senior circuit and the total number of saves (paced by 43 from Armando Benitez) was tops in the league. Benitez nonetheless often dissolved (especially down the stretch) at the most inopportune times, there was little depth in the rotation to off-set Leiter’s early-season absence, and number-three starter Steve Trachsel had to be shipped back to AAA Norfolk for a brief spell in order to regroup his fading season at the summer’s half-way point. Some better hitting might well have enhanced overall pitching performances, but huge gaps in the rotation nonetheless remained a most troublesome issue for the Mets’ beleaguered front office.
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  It was clear enough what the Mets had to do to rebuild team fortunes at the end of the colorless and disheartening 2001 campaign. But such reclamation projects almost always appear far easier to outline on paper and to formulate in Hot Stove League debates than they ever pan out to be in barefaced reality.

  One thing was nonetheless certain as the 2001-2002 off-season approached. If GM Phillips once again sat on his hands during yet another glut of free-agent offerings in December and January—while rival clubs like Atlanta, Philadelphia, St. Louis and Los Angeles all loosened the purse strings in the name of overnight improvement—there would indeed be hell to pay this time around in the face of a wrathful Mets fandom. Not only was another National League season on the line heading into the winter recess of 2001, but Phillips’ own job security now seemed to be very much at stake. It was time for Mets brass to orchestrate some serious calculated moves toward on-field improvement during December 2001 and January 2002 if Valentine’s boys were to have any prospects for making substantial pennant race noise come next August or September.

  Rampant Hot-Stove League Optimism

  The Hot-Stove sessions of 2001-2002 had hardly gotten off the ground in early December before the embattled New York Mets front office under besieged GM Steve Phillips was already making a bold statement about serious ball club renovation. The message came through loud and clear from Shea Stadium that obvious errors of the previous winter season would not be replicated. The Mets would not be standing pat this time around no matter what the impact might be on the ball club’s bottom-line. In fact, no team in either league would make anywhere near as many headline-grabbing deals during December 2001 and January 2002. The end result was a franchise makeover that could fill Mets faithful with nothing but rampant and even runaway optimism. Before the smoke cleared, the New Yorkers had grabbed up such frontline stars as Cooperstown-bound Roberto Alomar from the Indians, veteran slugger Mo Vaughn from the Angels, strong-armed southpaw starter Shawn Estes from the Giants, and multi-talented outfielder and one-time promising Mets rookie Jeromy Burnitz from the Brewers.

  The showcase deal was one that inked All-Star second baseman Roberto Alomar, lately of the Cleveland Indians and everywhere touted as a first-ballot future Hall of Famer. Alomar might have admittedly been in the twilight years of his illustrious career, but he was still one of the game’s biggest drawing cards and arguably one of the two or three best at his position found anywhere in the game’s long history. Alomar had tallied 362 runs in Cleveland during three gold-glove campaigns there and was one of the top vote-drawers in the previous year’s AL MVP balloting. Cleveland was nonetheless willing to unload its prized infielder at the right price, which in this case proved to be promising outfield prospect Alex Escobar, dependable reliever Jerrod Riggan, and spare fly chaser Matt Lawton. Alomar therefore did not come cheaply, but with this first bold move of the winter Phillips had rapidly squelched any lingering fears about the over-confident Mets spending yet another Hot Stove season sitting idly on the marketplace sidelines.

  Another headline-making early-winter transaction sent aging third sacker Robin Ventura to the crosstown Yankees for veteran outfielder David Justice. There was suspicion from the outset that this particular swap was only part and parcel of a larger scenario of roster manipulations, since Justice hardly seemed a solution to the Mets existing outfield woes. One clear motive was to unload a hefty salary still owed to the wilting Ventura. Such speculations proved valid when Justice was quickly shipped on to Oakland in exchange for lefty bullpen stopper Mark Guthrie. In the end GM Phillips had gained $4 million in salary flexibility with the complicated Ventura-Justice-Guthrie dealings.

  Phillips was also busy in December pursuing yet another high-priced Cleveland free agent in slugging outfielder and two-time AL MVP Juan González. Phillips had been lambasted far and wide for not going after Alex Rodríguez during the previous winter’s free-agent derby. This time around, the Mets’ GM made it known to the voracious New York press that he was indeed pursuing the biggest fish in the free-agent pond. The González deal could never be arranged in the long run (González apparently used the Mets’ interest simply to jack up his asking price with other clubs) and the Texas Rangers again reeled in the big winter prize, just as they had with A-Rod in 2001. But this time around the Mets themselves were hardly left empty-handed. If they didn’t land the booming bat of Juan González, they did corral a bevy of potent lumbermen nevertheless.

  [image: image]

  Roberto Alomar demonstrates his gold-glove prowess as he attempts to complete a double play. (AP/WWP)

  The addition of stellar Giants southpaw Shawn Estes to the pitching rotation was also deemed a significant plus. The New York camp was counting on Estes to be every bit as effective in a starter’s role as the departed Ken Appier had been a season earlier. Estes was reeled in with a blockbuster December deal that also shipped outfielder Tsuyoshi Shinjo and versatile utility man Desi Relaford over to San Francisco. Even if no further moves were made, the Mets now once again owned perhaps the best starting rotation in the senior circuit. The bullpen, in turn, had undergone a considerable overhauling process of its own. First came the acquisition of free-agent Japanese swingman Satoru Komiyama (12-9 with Yokohama of the Japanese Central League in 2001) to occupy a vacant long-reliever’s role. Other significant additions and departures dramatically reshaped the New York relief corps. The old guard of Donne Wall, Dennis Cook, Rick White and Turk Wendell were now history. In their place sat John Frascatore, David Weathers and southpaw Guthrie. Weathers (with the Brewers and Cubs in 2001) had signed an $8.4 million free-agent contract as the projected right-handed setup man. With such fresh arrivals, overall bullpen strength had clearly undergone a considerable upgrading.

  Perhaps one of the most significant, if less-heralded, transactions—once the new season unfolded—would prove to be an additional free-agent signing involving speedy outfielder Roger Cedeño. Cedeño’s reacquisition was a surprise move that both solidified the New York outfield and also opened up still further trade possibilities. The Dominican native accepted a 4-year and $18 million deal from Phillips (well below his announced asking price) in order to be reunited with Bobby Valentine and once again play for a pennant-contending outfit. Cedeño had swiped a team-record 66 bases in 1999 during his earlier brief stopover in New York, and also had hit .293 with 55 steals in 2001 for Detroit. Cedeño and Edgardo Alfonso could now be counted on as ideal table-setters at the top of a line-up boasting Piazza, Alomar and Mo Vaughn as the big run producers in the heart of the batting order.

  The next inevitable step was to peddle Benny Agbayani and round out the revamped Mets outfield with coveted heavy-hitting Jeromy Burnitz, another former Met who had blossomed since leaving Shea Stadium back in the strike-shortened 1994 season. Burnitz returned via Milwaukee with the final major deal of the winter—one involving not only Agbayani but three teams and 11 total ballplayers. It was the biggest major league transaction in eight years and cleared out considerable Mets deadwood in addition to bringing Burnitz into the fold. Gone were Agbayani and Zeile, both shipped off to Colorado. Southpaw hurler Glendon Rusch was also part of the swap and headed to Milwaukee, along with pinch-hitting specialist Lenny Harris. Burnitz was the prize piece for New York, but the Mets also received promising hurler Jeff D’Amico from the Brewers along with spare infielders Lou Collier and Mark Sweeney. Also coming New York’s way were a pair of Colorado minor leaguers, infielder Ross Gload and pitcher Craig House. Burnitz was, unquestionably, the showcase player of the entire deal, boasting 34 homers (compared to 40 by the entire Mets outfield in 2001) plus 100 RBIs, despite a whopping 150 strikeouts and a mediocre .251 batting mark. Burnitz’s bat when added to those of Alomar, Vaughn and Piazza would hopefully provide one of the most potent lineups found anywhere in baseball.

  Still another headliner deal was the one that obtained gentle giant Mo Vaughn from the Anaheim Angels (at the price of top starter Ken Appier) to replace Todd Zeile at first base. Vaughn’s once-hefty numbers had fallen off over the past three years following his departure from the Red Sox and hitter-friendly Fenway Park—where he was an AL MVP in 1995—and the rotund slugger had missed all of the previous season with a torn left biceps tendon. Nevertheless he had slugged 36 homers and knocked in 117 runs despite nagging minor injuries in 2000, and GM Phillips and the rest of the Mets camp resolutely hoped there was still significant pop left in the one-time star’s over-sized Louisville Slugger. Like Alomar, Vaughn also boasted a solid reputation as an on-field leader and a clubhouse inspiration. The Mo Vaughn deal furthermore opened the door for the eventual Colorado-Milwaukee-New York trade involving Zeile, Agbayani and Burnitz. When all was said and done the Mets now boasted a line-up considerably more imposing than the one they had put on the field a mere season earlier.
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  Jeromy Burnitz slides in safely under the tag of Flordia Marlins catcher Mike Redmond. (AP/WWP)
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  One added transaction of impending significance seemed to be the one that secured Pedro Astacio for the Mets revamped mound corps. This final move had its potential drawbacks to be sure, given the numerous question marks regarding the current health of the often impressive but sometimes inconsistent Dominican right-hander. At 32, Astacio boasted a 103-96 lifetime mark that failed to tell the whole story, since in recent seasons he had labored in the thin air of Denver’s Coors Field. And an 8-14 ledger in 2001 with the Colorado Rockies was equally misleading, since serious arm problems (shoulder soreness originally misdiagnosed as a torn labrum muscle) had limited Astacio’s performance and eventually cut short his season before the end of July. Once brilliant with the Dodgers, Astacio had fallen on difficult times in Colorado and was hardly the same pitcher he had been a few seasons earlier in Los Angeles. But the awesome potential still seemed to be there for any club willing to gamble. Astacio’s recent success in the Dominican Winter League during December and early January convinced Phillips and his staff to offer a complicated deal that would guarantee $5 million and potentially bring $21 million over two seasons if Astacio stayed healthy and thus logged major innings. The Mets were indeed optimistic about Astacio’s potential as their top right-handed starter and potential replacement for the departed Kevin Appier. If luck was on New York’s side and Astacio could recover anything like his old L.A. form, the Mets rotation—just like their retooled batting order—would indeed be the equal of any in the National League.
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  Mo Vaughn acknowledges the fans at Shea Stadium after hitting a solo home run off of Pittsburgh Pirates starter Kip Wells. (AP/WWP)
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  While former Giants southpaw ace Shawn Estes seemed the only rock-certain addition to the Mets starting rotation (given the health questions still surrounding January acquisition Pedro Astacio), the New York bullpen would be stronger no matter how one viewed it. A significant addition would be Jeff D’Amico, an add-on from the Milwaukee Brewers in the deal for slugging outfielder Jeromy Burnitz. If Astacio didn’t ultimately pan out in the rotation, or if anyone else slipped, D’Amico offered an insurance policy for maintaining a formidable starting rotation. Or D’Amico might also see bullpen duty as a long-relief specialist. During 2001, the Milwaukee right-hander was slowed by injury and not overly effective with only two victories and a woeful 6.08 ERA in ten starts. A year earlier, however, he was one of the league’s most dominating starters with a remarkable second half and a serious run at the league ERA title (finishing at 12-7 and 2.66). If D’Amico was not lodged in the Mets’ 2002 bullpen, John Frascatore (a durable middle-innings reliever for Toronto in 2000) and lefty Mark Guthrie (6-2 out of the Oakland pen in 2001) certainly would be. And international import Satoru Komiyana, who once labored for Valentine in the Japanese League, was also expected to play a significant role.

  The most attractive scenario for manager Valentine would have D’Amico in the starting rotation alongside veteran southpaws Leiter and Estes and tested righties Astacio and Trachsel, with Bruce Chen in turn occupying a vital bullpen assignment. Either way, skipper Valentine would now inherit a pitching staff with more depth and flexibility than any of his clubs had boasted for a half-dozen seasons. The one overriding question mark for the Mets, of course, would have to be the health status of Astacio (who was still hoping his shoulder woes would heal themselves without surgery) and D’Amico (who battled injury problems in 1998 and 1999, as well as 2001). Both were solid performers two summers back but were devastated by mediocre, injury-riddled seasons a mere year ago. The $64,000 question for New York fans and management alike would be whether they would inherit the D’Amico and the Astacio of the 2000 season (with 24 victories between them), or whether the 2001 editions or something even worse would instead show up at Shea Stadium. Like Astacio, D’Amico was by any measure a considerable gamble. But, if everything fell neatly into place in March, the spanking new Mets pitching roster would now be every bit as impressive as the offensive lineup already promised to be.

  It goes without saying that Mets fans could hardly wait for the 2002 National League season to commence. It had not been for many a summer— perhaps since the arrival of Gooden and Strawberry in the early eighties—that the Mets top-to-bottom lineup had experienced such a thorough makeover and such solid upgrading. This indeed finally looked like the long-awaited “Year of the Mets” in the National League East. It wouldn’t be a cake walk, of course, and both fans and front-office denizens knew all too well that games and pennants weren’t won in December or January but only during the long debilitating summer months of on-field competition. Atlanta had also improved considerably with the acquisition of all-star third baseman Gary Sheffield, and the Braves still owned the league’s best pitching with returnees Maddux, Glavine, Burkett and Kevin Millwood. And there were other strong teams waiting to challenge—especially Philadelphia, which had surprised a year earlier despite the mid-season loss of heavy-hitting catcher Mike Lieberthal. But this time around the Mets would be well prepared for the long pennant battle. And considering what manager Valentine consistently had been able to squeeze out of much less potent lineups over the past several seasons, everyone in Gotham had to feel quite good about the Mets’ chances for full-blown success in 2002.

  Back to the Drawing Board

  All the anticipation surrounding the 2002 Mets season only made the full-scale train wreck that unfolded during summer’s lengthy dog-days all that much more disastrous. Rather than providing a legitimate contender, the power-packed Mets lineup of Bobby Valentine’s sixth New York season proved to be an embarrassing league laughingstock. The free-spending Mets had managed to come up with a thoroughly lackluster on-field contingent that wallowed near the bottom of the division standings for the entire season and never made anything that resembled a serious run at the aging Braves, overachieving Phillies or thoroughly mediocre Florida Marlins. For all its high-priced, marquee-name superstars, the latest Shea Stadium outfit seemed capable only of claiming a distasteful booby prize as the season’s most obvious disappointment.

  By any yardstick imaginable, the 2002 season was one of the most disappointing in Mets annals. The team never got up and running, sliding out of contention long before the first taste of summer heat and inter-league play in mid-June, and drifting deep into the division cellar with a disastrous month of August. Perhaps the expectations were too great with a veteran lineup boasting stars that were, in most cases, at the tail end of stellar careers. More likely it was a matter of chemistry: Vaughn slumped for much of the year, playing only 139 games and batting only .259 despite 26 homers; Burnitz was an even greater bust with a .215 BA and only 54 RBIs; Alomar slid forty points off his career hitting mark and produced fewer runs (53 RBIs) than Burnitz; none of the veteran newcomers provided much of the expected clubhouse leadership that was supposedly going to be such a huge bonus with their presence. Among pitching newcomers, Astacio proved the most positive addition with a dozen victories (but with 11 defeats and a lofty 4.79 ERA); D’Armco lost almost twice as many (10) as he won (6); Estes was shipped off to Cincinnati before the summer was half over; and Guthrie proved only a qualified success at 5-3 with a nifty 2.44 ERA. But most of the positive contributions came from unheralded youngsters already in the Mets system at the outset of the season or journeymen picked up along the way in minor-scale transactions: John Thompson logged a yeoman-like 182 innings with a 9-14 ledger; Scott Strickland made 69 bullpen appearances and recorded a half-dozen victories; third baseman Ty Wigginton (a top 1998 draft selection) surprised with his .302 BA in part-time utility play; and 25-year-old Jason Phillips flashed both offensive and defensive potential behind the plate during a token appearance near season’s end. Among the veteran regulars only Edgardo Alfonso (.308 with 16 homers) and Mike Piazza (33 homers and 98 RBIs) could claim their normal productive seasons, though both were noticeably fading by summer’s end.

  The futile Mets summer did showcase a few landmark moments, though most had a distinctly negative tone attached. Al Leiter, on route to his club-best 13 victories, crossed a milestone threshold in late April when he became the first big league hurler to defeat all 30 current league teams. The relentless losing spate posted in August was briefly relieved by a festive Shea Stadium celebration of the club’s 40th anniversary on August 17—a night that also witnessed a memorable personal milestone achieved by Mike Piazza when he passed Johnny Bench as the all-time career home run leader among catchers. But, on the whole, August 2002 was perhaps the darkest corner in franchise history—a four-week tailspin marked by a big-league record 0-13 home field record. In early September the dreadful Shea Stadium losing skein actually reached 15, thus besting a big-league home-field futility mark of 14 that had previously been owned by the long-departed Boston Braves and had remained unchallenged in the record books for 81 full seasons. The entire month of August in the end seemed to epitomize an unrelieved negative atmosphere that permeated the Mets clubhouse for the duration of the dreadful campaign.

  There was little question that change would be the order of the day at the end of the 2002 campaign. A mere 75 victories, a moribund finish 26-plus games off the division-leading pace and trailing such former patsies as Montreal (second in the division), Philadelphia (third) and Florida’s Marlins (fourth, 3.5 games up on the New Yorkers) was a calamitous ledger that could neither be easily explained nor for long tolerated. The most obvious victim would have to be manager Bobby Valentine. The Valentine era had finally run its tempestuous course in the midst of so much late-season losing and the team’s first basement-level finish in nearly a decade. The incumbent manager’s dismissal had been almost a foregone conclusion for much of late summer slide, though the official announcement that Valentine was at last being canned was not made until two days after the season’s Shea Stadium finale versus Atlanta.
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  Mets management would waste preciously little time in tabbing a new skipper as Bobby Valentine’s immediate successor. Art Howe was brought on board by month’s end, as soon as World Series action was wrapped up and new managerial appointments were considered appropriate postseason transactions. Howe’s record in Oakland and Houston had been an impressive one, despite the recent playoff failures of his talented 2001 and 2002 Oakland teams, but that fact did little to overshadow the buzz that he was a definite “second choice” for the New York job and even an inappropriate selection in the eyes of many among the super-critical New York media. GM Phillips had reportedly favored Seattle manager Lou Piniella as his next field general, but that possibility had evaporated when the Mets and Mariners couldn’t reach agreement on appropriate compensation for Piniella’s current club. The New York press immediately made it clear they would not make life in the Big Apple very easy for the substitute managerial choice: Art Howe’s appointment was greeted with barb-filled headlines such as “Howe Could They?” and “Lou-sers—and Howe!” Despite all this skepticism launched by an impatient New York media, Howe nonetheless owned a solid track record posted during a dozen AL and NL seasons. Given sufficient time and the right mix of personnel, there seemed little enough reason why he couldn’t also eventually work minor miracles, similar to those of Davey Johnson and Bobby Valentine, in once more reviving the recently underachieving Mets.

  If Valentine was finally gone, slick survivor Steve Phillips was not, and the free-dealing GM soon set out to prove that he would again aggressively try to reshape the club during off-season months. The overhauling process would assuredly not stop with manager Howe but would involve retooling the disappointing 2002 veteran lineup from top to bottom. The Mets were again compulsively busy remaking themselves throughout the Hot Stove season. Seven-year veteran shortstop Rey Ordoñez was first to depart. Three-time Gold Glove winner Ordoñez was shipped to Tampa Bay in mid-December (along with hefty cash considerations to offset his $6.25 million contract) for a pair of top farm system prospects. The move finally opened the shortstop slot for highly valued 19-year-old prospect José Reyes, MVP winner at the 2002 All-Star Week Futures Game in Milwaukee. Soon to follow Ordoñez out of town was infield mate Edgardo Alfonso, who inked a lucrative free-agent deal with San Francisco after eight summers in the Mets’ starting lineup. The infield that was so highly touted only a few seasons back would now again have to be rebuilt from scratch, and replacing Ordoñez’s glove and Alfonso’s bat would be perhaps the biggest challenge of the upcoming season.

  The Mets’ biggest wintertime acquisition was free-agent hurler Tom Glavine. Glavine had long been a thorn in the Mets’ side and his impressive career credentials included two Cy Young seasons (1991, 1998), an additional pair of runner-up finishes for the game’s most prestigious pitching award (1992, 2000), nearly 250 career wins, and five impressive 20-victory seasons. The issue, of course, was how many innings might still be left in the talented arm of the stellar southpaw who would turn 37 before opening day. The biggest plus of the Glavine signing seemed to be the fact that at least the veteran southpaw ace would not be toiling with division opponents in Philadelphia, the competitors who had most heavily courted him at season’s end. Knowing that Glavine, even with the best possible performance in 2003, could never single-handedly resurrect his underachieving mound corps, Phillips also inked Yankees lefty setup man Mike Stanton to a free-agent pact. Stanton would not only bring additional veteran leadership to the ball club but also provide an insurance policy in case bull pen stalwart John Franco did not make expected rapid recovery from off-season Tommy John surgery.
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  The mood entering the 2003 season had to be much more guarded than the one that had prevailed twelve months earlier. Would the team rebound from a single-year aberration of the worst nightmare season in a decade, or was a full-scale rebuilding era the best-case scenario for the coming several years? Would the Mets remain on a downward spiral, or would fresh faces in the clubhouse provide the chemistry missing a season earlier? Most significantly, would the ball club only continue to tread water under the leadership of Steve Phillips? The pieces were all still there for a respectable team: a starting rotation of Glavine, Leiter, Astacio and Trachsel was more than competitive; Benitez, Franco and Stanton offered one of the league’s best relief corps; Piazza, Alomar, Vaughn, Cedeño and Burnitz still symbolized plenty of offensive potential. Only a year earlier, of course, the Mets had been almost everyone’s odds-on favorite in the division race if not the entire National League, and yet they had self-destructed before a pennant chase ever materialized. Now the veterans were a year older and there was a gaping whole still to be filled at third base in the wake of Alfonso’s defection. Yet there was once more room for plenty of optimism around Shea Stadium. It was clear that the franchise had reached still another important crossroads and that the verdict was still very much out on the precise direction in which the current-era Mets were actually traveling.

  But it didn’t take all that long for a resounding verdict to be rendered, and unfortunately any optimism hovering around Shea Stadium in the wake of the 2000 World Series dance would not be long in dissipating. With the exception of one single break in the doldrums —in the form of a sudden but short-lived 2006 surge directed by manager Willie Randolph—the first decade of a new millennium would experience as many heartbreaks as any Mets decade from the storied past.

  Art Howe could do nothing at the helm over the course of 24 months to reverse the downward spiral of the two final weak campaigns under Bobby Valentine. Randolph’s briefly inspired mid-decade club would crash and burn at the end of 2007 just as quickly and dramatically as it had emerged from the shadows a mere season earlier. Neither Jerry Manuel nor Terry Collins could produce a pennant challenger or even a winning ledger after the debacle of the 2007 final-week pennant collapse. And if a September 2008 implosion under Manuel was not as dramatic as the similar dive twelve months earlier, it was just as painful when the club once again blew a division lead in the final week of the campaign for the second season running. What might have been a nostalgic final game in Shea Stadium turned out to be a doubly bitter loss to the Marlins—one that not only closed the beloved park on a sour losing note but also washed away a postseason Wild Card opportunity. And even state-of-the-art Citi Field opened to mixed reviews with a bitter April 13, 2009 night-game loss (6-5) at the hands of the San Diego Padres in which reliever Pedro Feliciano embarrassingly balked home the deciding score after David Wright had dramatically knotted the game with a three-run blast in the fifth.
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  New manager Art Howe smiles as he shows off his Mets jersey with Mets General Manager Steve Phillips. (AP/WWP)

  Despite the constant setbacks, the first decade of the new century was not entirely void of high-lights or without its fair share of inspired moments to be savored by diehard Mets faithful. Jose Reyes and David Wright arrived on the scene as two of the loftiest stars among a new generation of ball club heroes; Reyes would eventually capture a first franchise league batting title, and after only nine short seasons Wright would reign as an all-time leader in more than half the franchise individual offensive categories. If Willie Randolph directed the biggest late-year collapse of club history, he also left with an overall resume surpassed among Mets managers only by Davey Johnson. A dozen years into the new century, the ball club would boast its third and by far its most surprising Cy Young pitching nominee --even if unlikely 2012 star R.A. Dickey would already be headed off to greener pastures with Toronto in the American League only a month after earning the prestigious award. The franchise Golden Anniversary season fittingly fell on the heels of a new showcase facility at Citi Field, the equal of any in the majors. And after 51 campaigns, the Mets would celebrate a long-overdue end to baseball’s longest no-hit dry spell when Johan Santana finally produced the team’s first ever masterpiece pitching performance in mid-2012 against the defending champion St. Louis Cardinals.

  In the end, the fortunes of the 2003-2012 Mets ball clubs seemed to entail precisely the same cycle of alternating ups and downs suffered by previous editions from the sixties, seventies, eighties, and nineties. There was a single spike in performance surrounded by an almost overnight return to middle-of-the-pack mediocrity. The most recent decade boasted a couple of the best skippers in franchise history and at least two of the worst (by the measure of won-lost records if not by the measure of clubhouse chaos). For the fifth straight decade, the New York National Leaguers lost more games than they won and disappointed as sad also-rans slightly more often than they inspired as legitimate pennant challengers. The more things seemed to change in the history of one of the nation’s most beloved baseball clubs, the more they also seemed to remain exactly the same as they had always been.
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  Citi Field opened in April 2009. (Julie Ganz)


  
    CHAPTER 2

    Concise 20th Century History of

    the New York Mets

  

  They started out as lovable losers, and they were indeed the most beloved persistent losers in all of baseball history. Never before or since has a team that couldn’t win even occasionally and couldn’t even look good when it was losing received such charity from the local press or such unwavering devotion from its huge fandom. Nor has any other hapless big-league basement dweller ever boasted such a loyal following. The expansion New York Mets of the riotous early sixties were indeed baseball’s most popular success story—by just about any measure.
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  Choo Choo Coleman typified the colorful, if inept, expansion Mets. (NY Mets)

  There were obvious explanations for such seemingly wrong-headed support, to be sure. It was not at all that New Yorkers were untutored baseball rubes willing to accept any excuse for a major league ball club; nor were the cranks of Gotham an especially masochistic lot. Rather, if you couldn’t manage to have fun watching the 1962 or 1963 expansion New York Mets, then it was likely you couldn’t find joy anywhere in the nation’s pastime. Those first Mets editions managed by septuagenarian trickster Casey Stengel and featuring daily lineups of last-time-around-the-circuit old-timers and still-wet-behind-the-ears underachieving prospects were never very artistic or glamorous on the diamond—as colorful as they may often have been in the clubhouse. They didn’t thrill with many victories or many outstanding individual pitching or batting exploits. But they were always joyously and enthusiastically unpredictable. And their presence also meant that National League baseball was back in town, and for a while at least, that in itself was more than enough.

  CAN’T ANYBODY HERE PLAY THIS GAME?

  New York ballpark denizens, many of whom are baseball’s greatest fans, had only recently been left with an unexpected, devastating void at the end of the 1957 season. Two rival National League clubs that had been a part of the city’s fabric since the 1880s and who carried on a rivalry that was, in the words ofbaseball writer George Vecsey, more like the soccer rivalries of British or Italian neighborhoods than like American sports, had suddenly departed from the scene. Dodgers owner Walter O’Malley and Giants owner Horace Stoneham had pressed the city fathers for several years for some plan that would relocate their ball clubs out of economically floundering neighborhoods and into new stadiums that would draw fans from Gotham’s increasingly suburban middle-class population. Eventually, both gave up on the hope to rebuild franchise fortunes in New York and escaped to more promising west coast venues, following a cataclysmic big-league trend started by Lou Perini’s 1953 Braves (Boston to Milwaukee), Bill Veeck’s 1954 Browns/Orioles (St. Louis to Baltimore), and Connie Mack’s 1955 Athletics (Philadelphia to Kansas City).
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  Richie Ashburn capped his Hall of Fame career in the Polo Grounds. (Brace Photo)

  The sudden flight of the Dodgers and Giants after the 1957 season was all the more painful for New Yorkers when set against the backdrop of all the delirious baseball thrills that had been experienced in the dozen postwar years. In these twelve years, the Yankees had visited the World Series nine times (1947, 1949, 1950, 1951, 1952, 1953, 1955, 1956, 1957). The city’s two National League clubs were also regulars in the Fall Classic: the Giants having entered twice (1951 and 1954), and the Dodgers having qualified half a dozen times (1947, 1949, 1952, 1953, 1955, 1956). That meant that in seven of the past 12 Octobers, the greatest show in baseball had been an all-New York Subway Series affair. And larger-than-life diamond stars such as Willie Mays, Joe DiMaggio, Gil Hodges, Duke Snider, Mickey Mantle, Leo Durocher, Jackie Robinson, Yogi Berra, and Pee Wee Reese had been fixtures on the New York baseball scene.

  For half a century, the fans of New York lived and died with the city’s two arch-rival NL ball clubs, often carrying out their nonstop baseball debates in the local taverns as well as in ballpark bleachers. Vecsey noted that National League baseball’s special charm in New York for decades had been that “Dodger and Giant fans were close enough to get their hands on each other—and frequently did.” And then almost overnight there was, shockingly, a hopeless void. Motivated perhaps equally by potential profit and by Mayor Robert Wagner’s refusals to offer a sweet stadium deal, Walter O’Malley had decided on a scheme to pull his Dodgers out of town and flee to the gold-paved venues of Southern California. Horace Stoneham was quick to follow the same line of thinking. The Giants actually announced first, on August 19, 1957, that they would take up new residence alongside San Francisco Bay. By early October, O’Malley confirmed his deal with the city fathers of faraway Los Angeles. In one short autumn, the baseball world that had remained constant for half a century was dismantled forever.

  On the heels of the Dodgers’ and Giants’ departures, the hopes for resurrecting National League baseball in the nation’s largest city seemed quite bleak. Prominent lawyer William Shea—Mayor Wagner’s choice to head a committee charged with finding replacement teams—had approached existing franchises in Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, and Philadelphia without success. What existing franchise would likely pull up roots in the hinterlands to compete openly with the popular and successful Yankees in New York? And today’s constant promise of expansion franchises was not part of the tradition-driven baseball universe at mid-century. Yet the times were nevertheless changing, and the winds were now blowing in a different direction everywhere in the baseball universe. What O’Malley had triggered was soon to become New York’s baseball salvation, as much as its apparent baseball ruination. Branch Rickey was among those who teamed with William Shea to force the issue. Rickey and Shea launched a scheme for a new Continental League that quickly found financial backers in eight major cities.
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  Jack Fisher lost an unenviable 24 games with the 1965 edition of the Shea Stadium denizens. (Brace Photo)
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  New York’s Polo Grounds fans may be fanatical followers of the home club, the Mets, but they can’t forget the exploits of Willie Mays when the Giants were the local heroes. Now with the San Francisco Giants, Willie is still the favorite idol of the fans, who gathered around the popular outfielder during pregame ceremonies on May 3, 1963. (AP/WWP)

  The ingenious maneuver—coupled with Rickey’s and Shea’s announced plan to challenge big-league baseball’s favored antitrust status in Washington—seemed a serious enough threat to the existing baseball establishment to spur immediate action from big-league moguls. Before the 1959 summer was out, the commissioner’s office announced plans for the first modern-era baseball expansion, with four new clubs to be drawn from the stable of proposed Continental League owners. When these first changes to the size and shape of the baseball map were soon unveiled, they contained the expected news that New York City would be a cornerstone of the new construction. Two expansion teams were brought into the American League in 1961, and the immediate impact was a shattering one on the record book. A diluted junior circuit probably helped Roger Maris’s headline-grabbing home run onslaught, which overtook Babe Ruth’s long-standing record of 60. A year later there would also be a pair of additions to the senior circuit, and once more New Yorkers would receive the direct benefits. The New York Mets would now join the Houston Colt .45s as baseball’s newest infant franchises.

  Now hope sprang once more to life with the fledgling Metropolitans—heirs to decades of Ebbets Field and Polo Grounds heroics. In reality, of course, the optimism for true replacement of the Dodgers and Giants was transparently ill founded. Fans perhaps had once again been handed raw hope and the bare trappings of big-league baseball, but they hadn’t been given much else by the baseball lords. The existing mechanisms for expansion baseball didn’t offer much prospect for building a competitive or even respectable team overnight. The fans might not notice or care out in Houston if they were fed a season-opening lineup of career minor leaguers or big-league washouts such as Joey Amalfitano, Bob Aspromonte, Al Spangler, and Roman Mejias, or presented with a pitching staff populated by the weak arms of journeymen Hal Woodeshick, Russ Kemmerer, Jim Umbricht, and George Brunet. But you couldn’t so easily fool the baseball-savvy crowds in tradition-rich New York.
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  An expansion draft held in Cincinnati in the wake of the Yankees-Reds World Series promised the new clubs ragtag rosters to begin their maiden National League journeys. Each existing NL ball club was required to place 15 men in the pool for the October 10 lottery, and each expansion club was allowed 16 picks, two from each established team. The price was $75,000 per player. A second round allowed both New York and Houston one final pick from each sister team for $50,000, and then a selection of no more than four veterans from a premium pool carrying a $125,000 price tag. In New York a bit of front office foresight would manage to sprinkle the new club with some old and respectable heroes to make the package seem a little more palatable, some coming with signings and trades outside of the staged draft, and a few not arriving until partway into the second season. There would thus be names like Hodges, Snider, Spahn, Berra, and Ashburn dressed in Mets colors over the first few summers. Lesser former stars (often with solid New York connections), such as Roger Craig, Clem Labine, Gene Woodling, “Vinegar Bend” Mizell, Tracy Stallard, Felix Mantilla, and Charlie Neal, also provided some household names and some tested big-league talent.

  And the wisest move of all came with the hiring of the new field manager. For that role, the Mets ownership was able to resurrect the managerial career of a living New York baseball legend named Casey Stengel, an immense fan favorite, even after having been unceremoniously dumped by the crosstown Yankees on the heels of a 1960 World Series loss to the Pirates. Perhaps only John “Muggsy” McGraw— the architect of “scientific” baseball—might have been a more propitious choice if one had the pick of colorful and charismatic bench leaders from the sport’s entire first century. For a dozen years, Charles Dillon Stengel had loomed almost larger in his own right than one of baseball’s grandest teams. He had piloted the invincible Yankees to 10 American League pennants and seven world titles, a record five in succession. He spouted endless Stengelese (his unique brand of double-talk) and thus gave a human face to a relentless corporate winner. Early on, he aggravated the great DiMaggio when he boasted after his first World Series triumph in ’49 that he couldn’t have done it without help from his players. But Casey was, from the start, a huge hit with the New York media, even if sometimes a mixed blessing to his ballplayers. And you couldn’t argue with his on-field successes. He managed some of the game’s brightest stars in a golden era—Mantle, Ford, Berra, and DiMaggio— and he frequently stole center stage from the entire lot of them. Now he was being given a barren stage, where he himself would be the entire main attraction. And Casey was still capable of providing quite an entertaining show all by himself.

  [image: image]

  Duke Snider was only a shadow of the great “Duke of Flatbush” when he donned Mets togs in 1963. (NY Mets)

  The choices to fill the rest of the roster were not quite so exciting. In the ceremonial draft that was clearly designed to stuff the pockets of the existing owners rather than the rosters of the new ones, New York came away with a broken-down catcher as its first lineup choice. Hobie Landrith had logged a dozen seasons in the big leagues without ever impressing anyone with his soft Louisville Slugger (he was a .233 lifetime hitter with little power and no foot speed) and his barely adequate receiving skills (only twice had he ever been used in as many as 100 games). Manager Stengel greeted the news with a classic utterance of Stengelese philosophy—“You gotta start with a catcher or you’ll have all passed balls.” And the rest of the October selections were equally dismal. The four premium players bought for the $125,000 highway-robbery fee were hardly the stuff of a big-league starting lineup. Jay Hook had only once won in double figures during five years of mound work in Cincinnati and that came in a season when he lost 18 times. Bob Miller, another journeyman right-hander, carried a 9-9 career record in St. Louis. Outfielder Lee Walls (destined to be promptly traded to Los Angeles for dependable infielder Charlie Neal) was the best of the lot and had once batted .304 with the Cubs and also once appeared on an All-Star Game roster. And future coaching legend Don Zimmer had never been more than a dependable utility man with the Dodgers and the Cubs. This was destined to be a team composed of overpriced castoffs and overvalued journeymen.

  Club ownership fortuitously seemed to fall into far more capable hands than did the on-field responsibilities for fielding ground balls or hitting pitched ones. The new club was first to be owned in equal one-third shares by three former members of the New York Giants Board of Directors. The imposing troika consisted of Joan Whitney Payson, Dwight F. Davis Jr., and Mrs. Dorothy Killian; but Joan Payson almost immediately bought out the others and set up Donald Grant as her chief of on-field baseball operations. Grant wasted little time in demonstrating his own savvy by turning to recently ousted Yankees front man George Weiss as his general manager. It was Weiss, in turn, thanks to a huge assist from Mrs. Payson herself, who promptly lured his old Yankee colleague Stengel out of temporary retirement. Weiss was clearly committed to a notion that if early victories were unlikely to become regular fare, then a healthy dose of ex-Dodgers and ex-Giants were the order of the day to fill up seats in the Polo Grounds. Using this tactic, which was designed to shape the club’s fate for its first six seasons, Weiss supplemented his draft selections of Zimmer, Hodges, and Gus Bell by purchasing the contract of Braves slugger Frank Thomas, swapping Lee Walls for Charlie Neal, and also acquiring future Hall of Famer Richie Ashburn from the Chicago Cubs.

  Off the field there unfolded the circus surrounding the choice of a fitting name for the new ball club, which only inherited the label “Mets” a few weeks before the October draft to fill out a playing roster. The new owners made a ceremonious affair of the naming ritual by inviting the press to a September 1961 cocktail party for an “unofficial” vote on the club moniker. Nearly 500 different names had been suggested in fan letters that had poured in over the summer, and the working list was winnowed to 10 by the press corps that gathered at Mrs. Payson’s Long Island home—Continentals, Burros (originally spelled “Boros” so as to suggest the city’s five boroughs), Skyliners, Skyscrapers, Mets (short for Metropolitans and the top vote getter by a narrow margin), Bees, Rebels, NYBs, Avengers, and Jets. The final choice was Mrs. Payson’s, and she liked Mets best, though she reportedly also had a fondness for Meadowlarks, with its not-so-subtle suggestion of the club’s planned city-financed ballpark scheduled for construction in Flushing Meadows.

  The 1962 season, which opened in St. Louis on April 10, was an ongoing circus and a full-blown sideshow from beginning to end. Manager Stengel entertained the press with his charm and unsurpassed wit, and his charges entertained the faithful ballpark customers with their unmatched incompetence and unrivaled enthusiasm. But there was never much fundamental baseball played that first season in the Polo Grounds. How could there have been much of a team with the stacked expansion deck that the new kid on the block had been handed by the other National League owners? There was enough hitting (Frank Thomas cracked a total of 34 homers, which would stand for 13 seasons as a club record, and Ashburn hit his usual .300-plus), but the fielding would usually break down and the pitching collapse just in time always somehow to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory.

  Fittingly, the season’s opening game set the tone for everything that was to follow. The originally scheduled debut at Sportsman’s Park in St. Louis was rained out in a grand piece of theatrical foreshadowing. Once the Mets took the field, however, there was no delay in a unanimous jury verdict on the type of ball club Casey and the Mets fans had inherited. Opening night witnessed the club’s first homer—off the bat of Gil Hodges—and another by Charlie Neal, but a third ex-Dodger, Roger Craig, failed in his starting pitching assignment and never got past the third inning. The final count was 11-4 in favor of the Cardinals, and Stengel’s entire three-man relief corps that night—Clem Labine, Bob Moorhead, Herb Moford—would be released by the team before the first month was out. The next eight games would follow suit, with the string of season-opening losses including a disappointing 4-3 whipping by the Pittsburgh Pirates in the Mets’ first-ever home game. Finally, the team won a game in Pittsburgh on the strength of Jay Hook’s complete-game five-hitter, and champagne was uncrated “pennant-celebration-style” in the Mets’ clubhouse to mark the historic occasion. The way the rest of the season subsequently played out, that Forbes Field celebration on April 23 may indeed not have been overly excessive.
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  Recently fired Yankees manager Yogi Berra poses with Mets GM George Weiss in November 1964 after being hired by the expansion club as a player-coach. (AP/WWP)

  The entire first Mets season in the Polo Grounds was a string of milestones. The great majority of these could only be characterized as downright embarrassing. And throughout the summer, the on-field foibles and gaffes were always entertaining, even if they didn’t represent the solid brand of baseball that New Yorkers had always been accustomed to—at least in recent postwar decades. The 120 losses and mere 40 victories compiled by season’s end were both modern records. But it was the manner of losing that was often most noteworthy. The team made a habit of extremes, either impressing early with solid play and a tantalizing lead, only to collapse in the later innings, or falling far behind at the outset, then rallying nobly to resurrect the possibility of victory before finally bungling away all that had been gained in the final inning or two.
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  Lefty Al Jackson suffered through not one, but two 8-20 ledgers. (Brace Photo)

  The ’62 Mets did have some impressive bats in their patchwork lineup. Ashburn could still reach base with regularity, and in his final season, the two-time batting champ stroked enough of his trademark singles in limited duty (135 games and 389 at-bats) to record his ninth .300-plus season, his first in four years. Gus Bell (released to Milwaukee after only 30 games) and Gil Hodges could be frightening to some inexperienced pitchers, although they were now both mere shadows of what they once had been. And Frank Thomas could slug home runs with the best in the league. His impressive total of 34 was not only the sixth best in the senior circuit, but would not be matched by anyone in a Mets uniform until Dave Kingman came along a dozen years later. But the lumber was hardly sufficient to compensate for woefully weak pitching or a ceaseless comedy of errors in the infield and outfield. Several epic losing streaks were endured and stretched to brutal lengths of 17, 11, and 13 games. The cousin novice team over in Houston was also an understaffed expansion outfit. But that group had a few more healthy arms (Turk Farrell, Ken Johnson, and Hal Woodeshick among them) and won 24 more games, even beating out the venerable, if often sad-sack, Chicago Cubs in the league standings. The Mets in turn set a record losing course that left them farther behind the rest of the pack than any big-league club in the previous 50 years.

  One player, Marv Throneberry, emerged as a perfect archetype for the entire defeat-laced enterprise. Baseball has always had its bungling antiheroes and overwrought clowns, and Throneberry was destined to be one of the most celebrated. He had not been an original Met, but had been acquired from Baltimore on May 9 in exchange for Landrith, the catcher on whom the first draft pick had earlier been squandered. It was a deal that seemingly only proved the Mets could manage to turn any ill fortune into something even worse. The Throneberry legend began with a single inning on June 17, 1962, not much more than a month after he pulled on the Mets uniform. He opened that fateful frame against the Cubs with a memorable interference play. The bungling first sacker had gotten in the way of a Chicago base runner to sabotage an apparent double play. Given a chance at redemption for such tomfoolery, in the bottom of the same inning, the stumbling first baseman managed to outdo himself. He tripled into the right-field corner but was promptly called out for failing to tag a base on his way to third. When manager Stengel argued the call, he was quietly informed by the men in blue that his base runner had actually missed the other sack as well. In the space of an inning, the Mets’ clown prince had cost his team four runs on defense and at least one more on offense. It was Throneberry more than any other individual in his lineup whom Stengel had in mind when he later moaned, “Can’t anybody here play this game?”

  But it was not just comic ineptitude when it came to fundamentals in the field and in the batter’s box that spelled constant disaster. It was also weak pitching that made inevitable a long course of epic losing. Roger Craig and Al Jackson headed the parade of woeful arms, as both reached the 20-loss plateau. Jay Hook came within an eyelash of joining them in the ignoble ranks by ringing up 19 defeats and posting a figure for runs allowed (137) that was destined to withstand the test of time as a club record. Craig Anderson wasn’t that far off the mark either (3-17) and perhaps only missed out on 20 losses because his meager talents didn’t allow him as many starts. But Anderson took full advantage (or disadvantage) of the starts he had: After becoming the first Met to capture both ends of a doubleheader (May 12 versus Milwaukee), he subsequently dropped the last 19 straight decisions of his brief major league career before fading from the scene in 1964. And the team’s $125,000 prize in the expansion draft, Bob Miller (one of a righty-lefty pair of Mets roommates with exactly the same name), had one of the worst records of all. Losing in double figures, Miller won only a single game (1-12) and barely missed the distinction of becoming the first big leaguer ever to drop as many as 13 games without a victory when he somehow hung on for a complete-game, 2-1 triumph, which was the team’s final win of the year.

  Yet for all the bungling—perhaps largely because of it—this team captured the hearts of New Yorkers and also of baseball fans everywhere across the land. They cracked triple digits in losses before the end of August, tied the 1935 Boston Braves for the most NL losses (115) on September 20, and less than a week later, overhauled the 1916 Philadelphia A’s for the worst big-league losing mark. The year’s final rally fittingly ended in Wrigley Field when Joe Pignatano banged into a season-ending triple play. Nonetheless, the Mets were soon outdrawing the staid Yankees, housed up in the Bronx and on their way toward 100 wins (they finished with 96) rather than 100 losses—and also en route to a third straight AL pennant and 12th in 14 seasons. The 922,530 passing through the Polo Grounds turnstiles represented the biggest draw ever for a last-place team. Apparently, baseball in the National League basement was somehow a more pure and thus more appreciated form of sporting entertainment. Yankee fans across the river expected victory and suffered disappointment anytime the Bombers fell short. Mets fans expected defeat and only hoped for a fair share of thrills to lace each new day’s debacle. With that mind-set—some called it the Mets Mystique— they were rarely, if ever, disappointed. And veteran New York journalist Leonard Koppett was quick to point out that the first-year Mets had established an indelible identity, amassed a huge following, grabbed nonstop attention, and made reams of history. What could better rank as unqualified success?
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  Journeyman infielder Felix Mantilla became a regular in his one New York season. (Brace Photo)

  THE MIRACLE METS

  Three teams alone stand apart as big-league baseball’s true “miracle” ball clubs—clubs whose climb to the pinnacle of a world championship was so unexpected and shocking that their feats became legendary. The first was the heretofore sad-sack Boston Braves outfit of the altogether unlikely 1914 National League season, a perennial tailender which again occupied the basement of the eight-club circuit as late as July and then went on an improbable tear straight to a championship celebration. Another was the 1951 New York Giants, whose charge from 13 1/2 games back in the final month culminated in baseball’s most famous and dramatic home run, slugged by Bobby Thomson. And the third team was the Miracle Mets, whose 1969 championship chase was so unlikely and unanticipated that this final club seems to have ultimately appropriated the “miracle” label as something all its own.

  The 1969 Gil Hodges Mets, of course, were quite different in the scope of their achievement from the 1914 “worst-to-first” Braves or the 1951 “Shot-Heard-’Round-the-World” Giants. The two earlier ball clubs had recovered from season-long slumps and switched fortunes in the middle of seemingly disastrous campaigns. While the Boston Nationals of the century’s first decade had been regular losers on a grand scale, they never stood out as a nonpareil of baseball futility. The Mets, on the other hand, were rebounding from a history of unmatched folly and futility. This was a franchise that had tasted defeat 100 or more times in every one of its previous seasons, save two, and on both of those occasions had missed the mark by fewer than 12 defeats. And therein lies a huge difference.

  New York’s new National League team spent the better part of its early history building the image of a hopeless loser. The first season in the Polo Grounds was as full of ineptitude as any single campaign ever suffered by a hapless big-league nine. And the second summer didn’t show much improvement on any front except soaring attendance figures. The team was as lovable as ever, nonetheless, from opening day until the final shadows of late September, and it was also just as much of a train wreck when it came to viewing results in the National League standings.

  The 1963 campaign brought little visible improvement in the ramshackle-style game the New York Mets played daily in their rundown and rickety Polo Grounds. For one thing, the hometown bats were considerably weaker. Ashburn had quickly realized the futility of extending his career in such surroundings and had walked away to the broadcast booth back in Philadelphia, partly at least to keep his lifetime .308 average and his Hall of Fame credentials intact. Frank Thomas was now over the edge and suffered a massive power outage with but 15 homers and 151 fewer plate appearances. He was still the club’s top RBI man, but with 34 fewer this time around. The top home run producer was the unimposing Jim Hickman, and his total (17, to go with his 120 strikeouts) was half of what Thomas had posted a year earlier. Madcap Jimmy Piersall and noble Duke Snider arrived to enliven the outfield but with little overall impact. Piersall was quickly in Casey’s doghouse— especially after his celebrated backwards baserunning stunt—and had earned a one-way ticket out of town after only 40 games; Duke was now only a shadow of the one-time fence-busting Flatbush prince, his 14 homers providing rare occasions for lusty cheering but never seriously intimidating opposing pitching staffs. Only newcomer Ron Hunt seemed to offer relief to Mets fans. The hustling second sacker was barely edged out for top rookie honors by a slightly more dynamic hustler in Cincinnati named Pete Rose. This, on the whole, could hardly be called progress. There were more record-book milestones, of course, and most of them were still related to bungling. Roger Craig, for example, lost more relentlessly and without interruption than just about any pitcher before him. With more than a little help from his inept teammates, Craig managed to drop 18 straight, a feat that captured more national attention than any other Mets achievement of the summer. And the club’s two-year loss total of 231 games had no precedent in more than eight decades of big-league play.

  The second-year pitching staff, especially, was once again remarkable for its total lack of performance. Craig, as noted, again lost more than 20 games and this time spiced the herculean effort with his record string of 18 straight. This was not such an exceptional feat on a ball club that itself dropped 22 straight road games in one unprecedented span. Al Jackson again lost close to 20 (13-17) but began looking more and more like a legitimate big-league ace; Jackson’s only apparent fault was a visible lack of support from his teammates on both the offensive and defensive fronts. Carlton Willey was now on board after five disappointing seasons with the Braves, and his ERA of 3.10 (183 innings) was quite impressive, even if his won-lost mark (9-14, as the club’s top winner) wasn’t.

  Nineteen sixty-four turned out to be a crucial transition year for New York City baseball, even if that fact only became apparent in retrospect. The powerhouse Yankees were suddenly approaching the end of their remarkable reign, and a great collapse for the Bronx Bombers lay just around the corner. The Mets, by contrast, were only at the very beginning of their own bold, new National League adventure. For the city’s National Leaguers, the only possible direction was upward. But the different paths these two teams were already traveling were hard to decipher from such close range. With Mantle, Maris, and Bobby Richardson on their last legs, the Yankees were still fielding a juggernaut lineup in 1964, while the Mets were still anything but a powerhouse—or even a respectable big-league outfit. But when the vaunted Bronx Bombers nose-dived after their last-hurrah World Series tour of 1964, the door was suddenly thrown wide open for the team newly outfitted with a state-of-the-art ballpark out in Flushing. New York City baseball was more than ready for a fresh set of diamond heroes.

  The opening of Shea Stadium in time for the 1964 season provided the first gigantic steps in a positive direction. Located adjacent to the sprawling World’s Fair complex that was now drawing throngs to western Long Island, the glittering triple-tiered ballpark was ideally located to attract fans from all five city boroughs. But if the stadium was new and glitzy, the talent in the dugout certainly wasn’t. The building of a minor league support system takes time and patience, and the Mets’ fledgling farm system clearly wasn’t yet ready to produce many needed reinforcements or future frontline stars. Marginal talent was still the order of the day in the Mets’ camp, and their opening-day lineup featured such soon-to-be-forgotten has-beens and never-weres as Amado Samuel (2B), Dick Smith (1B), Jim Hickman (CF), Al Moran (SS), and Sammy Taylor (C). Only Hickman remained with the club for more than three seasons, and his tenure stretched only to five.

  Ron Hunt was still the only standout ballplayer in Mets colors during the third franchise season. The solidly built second sacker pumped up his average by 30 points and was the club’s only batter to finish above .300. Hunt also made his mark in the trivia books in July when he became the first Met ever to gain a starting lineup spot in the mid-summer All-Star Classic. That traditional game was fittingly housed in the Mets’ spanking new ballpark, with the host National Leaguers coming out on top 7-4 and Hunt collecting one single in his three plate appearances. Ron Hunt was already developing a reputation as a gritty batsman who knew how to get on base the hard way. Specializing in maneuvering his body into the path of pitched balls, the spunky infielder would eventually set a career record (since broken by Don Baylor) for being hit by pitched balls. Six seasons down the road, playing for Montreal, he would be whacked an amazing 50 times in the course of a single season.
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  Charlie Neal was another ex-Dodger favorite exiled back to Gotham and the Polo Grounds in 1962. (Brace Photo)

  But with no bigger-name stars and little quality pitching, the result was once more a final record of 100-plus losses. The fans were already becoming restless—hapless losing and a daily dose of Stengelese might have been palatable and even fun for a while, but not as a steady season-in and season-out diet. If it was at all possible, the 1965 edition of the Mets was actually something of a step backwards. First came the dismal failure of one last experiment aimed at attempting to retread still another long-since-collapsed Hall of Famer now struggling at career’s end. Southpaw Warren Spahn proved even less of an addition in the pitching rotation than either Duke Snider or Richie Ashburn had been in the outfield corps, or a much-reduced Gil Hodges had been at first base. And as a result, Spahn—purchased from Milwaukee for cash in November with the idea that he would also serve as part-time coach—didn’t hang around long in New York. Spahn managed only four victories among his 16 decisions and thus reached the vaunted 360-win plateau (the most ever by a lefty), but he was released on waivers early in July. One of Casey’s final decisions at the helm was to rely more heavily upon his fresher, if less experienced, pitching prospects.
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  Ron Hunt became the first legitimate Mets headliner when he finished second to Pete Rose in balloting for the league’s top 1963 rookie. (NY Mets)

  By 1965, the one thing that had started changing was the personnel. There were now some promising home-grown youngsters with true big-league potential occupying roster spots for the first time. Ron Swoboda seemed to be one of those, though his star would lose some of its luster in rather short order. The hefty outfielder proved almost as much of a rookie sensation as Ron Hunt two seasons earlier and caught everyone’s eye around the league with a first-month power-hitting outburst that left him temporarily leading the league in homers. He would hit only 19 for the year, but it was a club rookie mark that would stand for some time and also outdid the first-year feats of Mickey Mantle, Stan Musial, and Roger Maris. The bad news eventually turned out to be that it was also Swoboda’s career high for a single season. Southpaw Tug McGraw was another youngster who showed considerable promise with a healthy left arm that served both bullpen and starter’s duties and posted a solid 3.32 ERA. And when it came to changes in personnel, there was also the demise of beloved manager Casey Stengel. On the eve of his 75th birthday, the tireless Ol’ Perfessor suffered a nasty late-night spill at his favorite Toots Shor’s watering hole, which left him with a broken hip and thus incapacitated enough to block any hope of a return to his managerial duties. This final parting with the ball club’s brief past was indisputably the biggest and saddest (if also not the most timely) departure of all.
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