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FOREWORD

Willie Mays was one of the greatest baseball players of all time; perhaps the best of all those living today.

Kelvin Torve, as I recall, is a very nice person.

These two gentlemen should never be confused as baseball players, but in the early 1990s they were, and it makes for the delicious type of anecdote that fills this entertaining book.

Mays, of course, played most of two seasons with the Mets in 1972 and 1973. Following his retirement, the Mets did not issue his famous No. 24 to any other player, although the number was never officially retired. Then, in 1990, Torve, a career minor leaguer, spent some time with the Mets. For no apparent reason, when he took the field for his first game as a Met, he did so wearing No. 24.

This, of course, was surprising, and all these years later, Charlie Samuels, the Mets affable equipment manager, and Jay Horwitz, the team’s vice president of media relations, recall the incident and shake their heads while chuckling, wondering why they allowed Torve to have Willie’s number. What they really get a kick out of is why people care, but they do; and that’s the reason you’re reading this book.

Torve’s heist of the famous number was a short-lived issue. He wore No. 39 from his second week on, through parts of the 1990 and 1991 seasons, but it’s a fun piece of Mets trivia. The far more deserving Rickey Henderson wore the number during his time with the Mets and donned it again as a coach. Torve is now free to wear it in whatever line of work he pursues today.

I’ve always enjoyed keeping track of uniform numbers. They define players in a variety of ways, so much so that players’ nicknames are occasionally a reflection of the numbers they wear. Some members of the 1986 Mets referred to manager Davey Johnson not as “Skip,” or “Davey,” but as simply “Number 5.”

On a couple of occasions when I worked on the air with Tom Seaver, I called him “41.” I did so to pay tribute to a man who actually took part in a no-hitter for the New York Mets, but little did Tom know I wasn’t referring to him. I know, I know, the Mets have never pitched a regular season or postseason no hitter, but for the sake of this discussion, spring training counts. That’s how we come to Gordon Richardson.

Richardson had been a part of the St. Louis Cardinals’ world championship team in 1964, but by the next spring he was a Met. In March 1965, at Al Lang Field in St. Petersburg, Richardson, wearing No. 41, combined with Gary Kroll to no-hit the Pittsburgh Pirates. I don’t remember what number Kroll wore, and if I did, I wouldn’t tell you. You’ll just have to read the whole book. But I can tell you that Richardson was the last Met to wear No. 41 before Seaver began his Hall of Fame career in 1967.

You’re not the only one who cares about uniform numbers. They mean a lot to the guys who wear them, too. That’s why, when the great Warren Spahn joined the Mets in 1965, Ed Kranepool gave up the No. 21, presenting it to Spahn, and took No. 7, the number he would wear throughout the rest of his Mets career. To this day, no matter who wears 7 for the Mets, I always think of Kranepool.

Ron Swoboda will always be remembered as No. 4, but he wore 14 as a rookie in 1965. The next year, longtime Cardinals third baseman Ken Boyer joined the Mets, and Swoboda surrendered 14. Following the trade of Boyer to the Chicago White Sox during the 1967 season, number 14 became available for its original owner, Gil Hodges.

Hodges wore the number the night the Mets played their first game in the National League, on April 11, 1962, and reclaimed it when he was named manager for the 1968 season. Less than three years after leading the Mets to the 1969 world championship, Hodges passed away, and his number was retired.

Only three Mets, plus Jackie Robinson, have had their numbers retired by the Mets, but in my opinion there should be more. I’ve long felt that Keith Hernandez’s No. 17 should be on the outfield wall because he was clearly the soul of the team that provided the best series of seasons the franchise has enjoyed. One could also make the case for Dwight Gooden’s 16, and Darryl Strawberry’s 18, although their personal problems have precluded that honor to this point. I would argue that Jerry Koosman, the winningest left-handed pitcher in Mets history, is worthy of his No. 36 being considered for retirement as well.

That’s one of the fun things about tracking uniform numbers. They provide great fodder for debate, as well as trivia. Which brings us back to Willie Mays. I have never felt that the Mets should retire his number. He was a great player—as a Giant—but some Met, at least in my opinion, probably should have worn 24 long before Kelvin Torve. That number is still essentially preserved in Mets mothballs, but if someday the Mets decide to honor Willie for his contributions to baseball in New York as a Giant as well as a Met by permanently retiring it, I say go for it.

If that day ever comes, Jim Beauchamp should be part of the ceremonies. Someone had to give 24 to Willie when he became a Met. You probably remember that Beauchamp took No. 5 after Mays came aboard. If you didn’t, that’s all right. That’s what this book is all about. Have fun.



 —Howie Rose
 June 2007





INTRODUCTION

When he last managed to articulate his message, I embraced him.
 He had come out of the steamy depths to tell me ever-so-bravely that
 he, too, was a Daffodil-11.
 “My brother,” I said.

—Kurt Vonnegut, Slapstick




 Where do you start? You start with 1. That was Richie Ashburn making his way to the plate at old Busch Stadium (née Sportsman’s Park) to face Larry Jackson of the Cardinals on April 11, 1962. No. 1 stood in the batter’s box and lifted a fly to Curt Flood in center. One down. And the Mets were on their way.

The Mets wore their road grays that first night and blue pinstripes two afternoons later at the Polo Grounds, on Friday the 13th. With only a handful of changes, those would be the uniforms the club would wear for the next fifteen years. But, oh, the number of people that would wear them, some for only a few days.

Figuring that broadcasting Phillies games would involve slightly less misery than another season with the Mets, Ashburn retired following the Mets’ inaugural season in 1962, but his uniform didn’t. No. 1 went first to Cliff Cook, whose bad back forced him out, then to Duke Carmel, who insulted Casey Stengel, assuring another No. 1 would soon arrive. Then another. And another. And so on. Yesterday’s Mookie Wilson is yesteryear’s Richie Ashburn is today’s Luis Castillo. And tomorrow never knows.

Since a uniform number can be worn by only one player at any one point of time, it can and does define that player’s unique moment in team history. Isolate the number, and you have a broader history—what Vonnegut called an “artificial extended family”—linking one player’s moment to the next’s. Reverse-engineer a progression of uniform numbers and a history of transactions and the front-office philosophies behind them are laid bare. Find the point where a player changes uniforms and you’ll find a story there to tell. The players in the uniform and the gaps in between them: that’s what this book is about.

Uniform numbers lend the only uniqueness to players who otherwise are all dressed alike. According to Jack Looney’s Now Batting, Number ..., instances of teams wearing numbers date to the nineteenth century. The Cleveland Indians formally introduced the practice in 1916, and the St. Louis Cardinals followed a few years later. But it didn’t really take off until the Yankees in 1929 assigned their players numbers that corresponded to their position in the batting order, which is how Babe Ruth became 3 and Lou Gehrig 4, and so on. By 1932, all major league teams were doing it.

That makes baseball uniform numbers at least seventy-five years old. But in a sport obsessed with statistics, they may just be the final frontier. The data contained in this book is completely unofficial, gathered the only way it could have been—over a lifetime of fandom and refined with the help of scorecards, old newspapers, photos, and video—and presented in a way that’s never been done before. Yet uniform numbers are perhaps the official stat of the true fan, whether they use them as mnemonics (the locker combination goes Strawberry-Koosman-Carter, 18-36-8) or plunk down $200 for a jersey with authentic digitry.

We hope this book sheds new light on some forgotten numerical history (the five Mets who wore No. 41 before Tom Seaver) while digging deeper into the familiar lore (revealing something about Kelvin Torve other than the fact he once wore No. 24). And while we expect this will be a useful reference book, we’re hoping a little harder that it’s also fun to read. There is no quiz at the end. As Casey said, you could look it up.


How to Read This Book

This book was assembled during the 2007 season, so statistics are as current as publishing allows. To cut down on confusion, the data set includes only those numbers assigned to players on the active roster in-season, whether they played or not, as well as primary coaches and managers as listed on an official scorecard. That means: Rube Walker, yes; Batboy Jim, no. Garth Brooks, no; Mac Suzuki, yes.

The lists of statistical leaders and a progression of numbers that accompany each chapter are based on the performances of players only on the dates that they wore or have worn that number (in Chapter 7, for example, Ed Kranepool’s numbers don’t jibe with his career Met stats because the three seasons he spent wearing No. 21 are counted separately and listed in that chapter). In a few cases where precise dates are unknowable (George Theodore’s switch from 18 to 9, for example), we made our best estimate based on the data we gathered and don’t figure to be off by much. Players are in bold in a chapter if they actually wore the number, and years given refer only to the seasons he wore those digits.

“Number of times issued” means the number of times a number was issued to a new or returning player nonconsecutively. For example, Greg McMichael in Chapter 36 counts for one player but two issues since No. 36 was reissued between the time he left the team and when he returned.

Career statistical leaders are based on a minimum of 100 plate appearances or 100 innings pitched. Statistics formatted (.273/.358/.505, 34 HR, 98 RBI) refer to batting average/on-base percentage/slugging percentage, home runs, and RBI. There aren’t batting and pitching leaders for every number, but it will become clear to the reader soon enough that some numbers are pitchers’ numbers and some are dominated by hitters. And some numbers are still waiting for their first good player.

Dates that accompany each player in the progression refer to the years (partial or full) that the player performed for the Mets. Dates in parenthesis indicate the starting or ending date for players only in those cases where there were multiple issues of the same jersey in the same year. For an even more detailed look at precise dates (as well as a continually updated progression), consult mbtn.net or metsbythenumbers.com. Corrections and comments, plus any book-related inquiries, may also be directed to the site.
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Finally, we have included an all-time alphabetical roster for quick reference.

The words exhaustive, obsessive and, hopefully, lively may be used to describe this effort, but after forty-five years it’s about time Mets history was spun in a new way. The team—and the fans—deserve it.







#1: LEADING OFF: MOOKIE WILSON


PROGRESSION:






	Player
	Years



	Richie Ashburn
	1962



	Cliff Cook
	1963 (to July 12)



	Duke Carmel
	1963 (from July 29)



	Charley Smith
	1964-1965



	Ed Bressoud
	1966



	Jerry Buchek
	1967-1968



	Kevin Collins
	1969 (to May 11)



	Bobby Pfeil
	1969 (from June 25)



	Lute Barnes
	1972-1973



	Gene Clines
	1975



	Leo Foster
	1976-1977 (to May 22)



	Bobby Valentine
	1977 (from June 15)-1978



	Sergio Ferrer
	1979



	Mookie Wilson
	1980-89



	Lou Thornton
	1990 (to April 30)



	Chuck Carr
	1990 (from Aug. 21)



	Vince Coleman
	1991-1992



	Tony Fernandez
	1993 (to June 11)



	Kevin Baez
	1993 (from June 12)



	Fernando Viña
	1994



	Ricky Otero
	1995



	Lance Johnson
	1996-1997 (to Aug. 8)



	Mookie Wilson
	1997 (from Aug.



	(coach)
	8)-2002



	Esix Snead
	2004



	Anderson
	2005-2007



	Hernandez
	(to July 28)



	Luis Castillo
	2007 (from July 31)







“Number 1 is my number because ... that’s the number they gave me in spring training.”

Turned out to be a pretty apt decision, at least when it came to Mookie Wilson (1980-89), who would become the epitome of No. 1, arguably the most beloved Met of all time, and, appropriately, the leadoff hitter in a discussion of numerical Mets history.

Selected by the Mets in the second round of the 1977 amateur draft, Wilson arrived in September of 1980 displaying all the characteristics fans expect in a No. 1: aggression at the plate, speed and daring on the base paths, range in center field, and an enthusiasm worthy of his number.

Years of cheerful service through the lean early ’80s were rewarded when Wilson found himself at the plate for the most important turn at bat in Met history. His 10th inning, Game 6 confrontation with Bob Stanley of the Red Sox in the 1986 World Series would produce the most important wild pitch in team history (Brad Clontz’s in 1999 rates second) and, of course, a slow ground ball destined to roll past Bill Buckner and into baseball’s collective consciousness forever.

After the arrival of Lenny Dykstra, and a concurrent shoulder injury in 1985, Wilson would increasingly be platooned in left field and center field, and with judicious use his on-base percentage improved during the second five years of his ten-year stay at Shea. He was traded in the disastrous bloody summer of 1989, but not before becoming the Mets’ all-time leader in stolen bases (281) and triples (62), records that still stand as of the writing of this book.

Since Earle Combs of the Yankees donned No. 1 in 1929, helping usher in the practice of uniform numbers throughout baseball, No. 1 has traditionally been associated with scrappy, speedy, leadoff hitters.

Richie Ashburn led off the very first Mets game in 1962 wearing No. 1. He flew out to center, though later in the game he singled and scored the first run in Mets history. A future Hall of Famer, Ashburn certainly possessed No. 1-like qualities, although many, particularly his speed and once-pristine fielding, had eroded by the time he’d reached the Mets. Nevertheless, the 35-year-old Ashburn was probably the Mets’ best overall player in their inaugural season, with a .424 on-base percentage—he was 27 plate appearances shy of qualifying but would have been the NL’s leader that year—and a .306 batting average. His retirement following the ’62 season left the Mets in want of a dependable leadoff hitter—and center fielder—for years to come.

Lance Johnson joined the Mets in 1996 as a free agent signee from the Chicago White Sox. He subsequently and unexpectedly set team records that year for hits (222), runs (117), and triples (21) in a season. He had trouble repeating that performance in 1997 and feuded with manager Bobby Valentine before being sent back to Chicago (this time, to the Cubs) in the first trade of Steve Phillips’s reign as general manager.

Johnson, who was known as “One-Dog” to teammates in reference to his uniform number, suited up in No. 51 for the Mets just once—on September 1, 1996—while the Mets inducted Mookie Wilson into the club’s Hall of Fame. “We had to do what we could to make his day perfect,” Johnson told the New York Times afterward.

Over the eighteen years between Ashburn and Wilson, No. 1 went to twelve men. Cliff Cook and his replacement, Duke Carmel, in 1963 combined to hit .229 in reserve outfield duty. Low-average slugging third baseman Charley Smith (1964-65) followed and led the ’64 Mets in home runs with 20. Eddie Bressoud (1966) was a stopgap shortstop peddled to St. Louis following the 1966 season for middle infield reserve Jerry Buchek (1967-68). Minor league vets Kevin Collins and Bobby Pfeil split reserve duties with the 1969 Mets.

The 1970s brought more brief visitors: part-timers Lute Barnes (1972-73), Gene Clines (disappointing compensation in exchange for Duffy Dyer in 1975), Leo Foster (1976), Sergio Ferrer (1978-79), and, making a pre-managerial appearance, Bobby Valentine (1977-78).

The post-Mookie era would bring the Mets two of their great disappointments and shame to the No. 1 jersey. Tony Fernandez (1993) should have worked out but didn’t: the fourtime All-Star shortstop was acquired in an off-season trade with the Padres, and he got off to a brutal start with the ’93 Mets, hitting .225 and looking like he’d rather be waiting for a bus than playing baseball. Exasperated, the Mets unloaded him in mid-June to Toronto, where he’d starred his first eight seasons in the majors. He promptly hit .306 for the Blue Jays, including 18 triples in 94 games, and won a World Series ring. Booooo.
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Fernandez’s arrival prompted Vince Coleman (1991-92) to change his number from 1 to 11, but he was a loser in any disguise. Signed to a rich free-agent deal just as Darryl Strawberry departed to the Dodgers, “Vincent Van Go” showed only traces of the speed that made him a three-time 100-base stealer with St. Louis. He brought precious little else to the Mets’ lineup while battling hamstring injuries, beat reporters, and team authorities. He is remembered best for throwing an M-100 firecracker from a car outside Dodger Stadium in 1993, injuring three bystanders, including a two-year-old girl.

When Wilson joined Bobby Valentine’s coaching staff in 1997, he wore No. 51 until Lance Johnson was traded in August, and he suited up again in 1 through the 2002 season. While Wilson remained in the organization as a minor league coach, the Mets appeared to take No. 1 out of circulation. But Esix Snead wore it during his brief stay in 2004; and in 2005, they turned it over to rookie Anderson Hernandez. An injury to incumbent second baseman Kaz Matsui made Hernandez the opening-day second baseman in 2006. But despite making a catch that will play on Mets highlight reels for years, Hernandez failed to hit well enough to hold onto the job.

Slap-hitting aging speedster Luis Castillo (2007) joined the Mets in time to participate in their late-season collapse, although that was hardly his fault. Castillo provided excellent defense at second base and some key offensive contributions despite wobbly knees. Knees that fans will be seeing for a long time.

Other Mets who wore No. 1 include reserve outfielders Chuck Carr (1990), Lou Thornton (1990), and Ricky Otero (1994), plus infield prospects Kevin Baez (1993), and Fernando Viña (1994).


Number of times issued: 26 (25 players, 1 coach)

Longest tenured: Mookie Wilson (10 seasons, 1,116 games)

Best single seasons: Lance Johnson, 1996 (.333/.362/.479, 21 triples, 50 stolen bases); Wilson, 1982 (.279/.314/.369, 55 RBI, 58 stolen bases); Richie Ashburn, 1962 (.306/.424/.393)

Career statistical leaders: Home runs (Wilson 60), RBI (Wilson 342), batting average (Johnson .326)




Mets by the Lineup

Mookie Wilson matched his uniform number to his slot in the starting lineup in 681 regular-season games during his career with the Mets, the most times a uni number has aligned with a batting order slot in Met history.

Following is a list of Met players whose jersey number aligned with their slot in the batting order most often (through 2007). Note that in more than 1,300 games, Bud Harrelson never once batted third, and that no Met No. 9 has ever batted ninth in a starting lineup (although Todd Hundley, Ty Wigginton, and Todd Zeile have been candidates as designated hitter).






	1.
	Mookie Wilson
	681 games



	2.
	Phil Linz
	34 games



	3.
	Richie Hebner
	11 games



	4.
	Rusty Staub
	250 games



	5.
	David Wright
	245 games



	6.
	Mike Marshall
	37 games



	7.
	Hubie Brooks
	115 games



	8.
	Chris Cannizzaro
	58 games











#2: MARVELOUS MARV AND THE TERRIBLE TWOS


PROGRESSION:






	Player
	Years



	Marv Throneberry
	1962 (from May 9)-1963 (to May 9)



	Jimmy Piersall
	1963 (May 23-24)



	George Altman
	1964



	Chuck Hiller
	1965-1966, 1967 (to July 11)



	Phil Linz
	1967 (from July 11)-1968



	Bob Aspromonte
	1971



	Jim Fregosi
	1972-1973



	Brock Pemberton
	1974-1975



	Roy Staiger
	1976-1977



	Tom Grieve
	1978



	Phil Mankowski
	1980



	Jose Oquendo
	1983-1984



	Larry Bowa
	1985



	Kevin Elster
	1986



	Bill Almon
	1987



	Mackey Sasser
	1988-1992



	Wayne Housie
	1993 (to June 11)



	Doug Saunders
	1993 (from June 13)



	Damon Buford
	1995 (from July 28)



	Bobby Valentine (manager)
	1996-2002



	Gary Pettis (coach)
	2003-2004



	Sandy Alomar (coach)
	2005-2007







A catcher who couldn’t throw, a manager in disguise, a reviled acquisition, and a man whose initials were M.E.T., but whose play was B.A.D. Mets who have worn No. 2 are remembered for reasons they might not have wanted.

Take Marvin Eugene Throneberry (please!), the very first Met player to suit up in No. 2, acquired with the best of intentions but destined to become a lasting symbol of the futility and lovability of the dreadful-but-endearing ’62 Mets.

Throneberry, who arrived in a trade with Baltimore in May 1962, was the kind of player the young Mets were willing to take a chance on: he’d shown good power in the minor leagues, hitting 40 home runs in consecutive seasons with the Yankees’ Denver farm team. Although he’d since bounced to the Kansas City A’s and Baltimore Orioles organizations, the Mets’ brass felt Throneberry could thrive if given the everyday opportunity he’d never really had. The Mets then willingly parted with the first player they’d selected in the expansion daft, Hobie Landrith, to acquire him.

“Marvelous Marv” would hit .238 with 16 home runs for the ’62 Mets, but where he really excelled was in the area of pitiable comic relief. He committed a league-leading 17 errors at first base. He famously interfered with a base runner in the field, and missed first base on a triple in halves of the same inning. His earnest struggles struck a chord with Mets fans anxious to cheer for anything.

Throneberry was considerably less popular with the front office following a contract squabble prior to the 1963 season. He was farmed out by May, never to return to the big leagues. His legend lived long after his career, thanks in part to a magnificent portrayal of himself in Miller Lite beer ads.

Dark glasses, a black hat, and a fake mustache weren’t part of the official uniform, but when manager Bobby Valentine (1996-2002) donned them during a 1999 game, he wasn’t supposed to be there anyway. His reappearance in the Shea dugout in disguise following an ejection came during a remarkable week in which the manager must have felt he had nothing to lose: three members of his hand-picked coaching staff had just been fired, eliciting Valentine’s offer to put his own head on the chopping block if the Mets didn’t improve over their next 55 games. They would go 40-15 over that stretch.

No man since Casey Stengel embodied the role of Mets manager quite like Valentine, who in six-plus years as the team’s manager proved one of the most charismatic and divisive personalities in Mets history. While his tenure was marked with feuds with players (Todd Hundley, Pete Harnisch, Bobby Bonilla), the media (Murray Chass, Marty Noble), and general manager Steve Phillips, Valentine was rarely outmanaged by the other guy and was always fascinating to think along with. Astutely dubbed “The New Perfesser” by the Village Voice, Valentine won 536 games as a Mets manger, second only to Davey Johnson’s 595.

Mackey Sasser hit well enough to be a capable backup for catcher Gary Carter, but a mystifying throwing ailment prevented him from being Carter’s successor. An adequate receiver with an otherwise strong throwing arm, Sasser suffered from an inability to return the ball to his pitcher in one try: delays while he repeatedly pumped his arm before throwing frustrated Sasser and his teammates alike, but opponents took little pity, swiping bases on him with impunity.

The condition seemed to worsen after the Mets let Carter go, leading to the Mets use seven different catchers in 1990—six of whom couldn’t hit—and Sasser’s eventual conversion to a utility player. The free-swinging lefty compiled a .283 career average as a Met with good doubles power. He hit .307 over 100 games in 1990.

That the Nolan Ryan-for-Jim Fregosi swap was the worst deal in Mets history is barely debatable—the question remains where it ranks among bad trades in baseball history.

When the swindle was orchestrated in December of 1971, the Mets were confident they got the better of it. After all, Fregosi (1972-73) was a sixtime All-Star shortstop with the Angels and viewed as the long-awaited answer to the Mets’ third-base whirligig, which was already becoming famous. They had Wayne Garrett around but didn’t trust him, Tim Foli wasn’t yet ready, and Bob Aspromonte (1971), the starter for most of the 1971 season and Fregosi’s predecessor in the No. 2 jersey, had been released. Above all, the Mets believed they were contenders and could afford to go for it with a veteran, even if it meant the sacrifice of a few young prospects.

But they hadn’t done their homework. An injured foot requiring surgery in 1971 had convinced the Angels that their 29-year-old star player was rapidly approaching the breakdown stage. The recently acquired Leo Cardenas would be their 1972 shortstop whether they traded Fregosi or not. If Ryan’s frequent injuries and famous wildness—a fact driven home by dreadful performances near the end the 1971 season—warranted a trade, Fregosi was probably the wrong target and came very expensively, given the Angels’ lack of leverage. And then there was the fact that Fregosi had never played an inning of third base in his 1,392-game major league career.

Fregosi never regained his form. Injuries limited him to 101 games in 1972, when he batted just .232 with five home runs, the worst numbers of his career. By 1973 he’d fallen out of favor with fans and management and was dealt to the Rangers in mid-season. The bounty? Undisclosed cash payment.

The Terrible Twos also included outfielder George Altman (1964), the prize in the Roger Craig trade who saw his career take a sudden turn for the worse with the Mets. Shortstop Jose Oquendo (1983-84) provided dazzling fielding but a weak bat as a teenager for Bambi’s Bandits in 1983; he’d develop into an excellent utility player and later a regular second baseman with the Cardinals. Chuck Hiller (1965-67) served as the poorfielding, left-handed-hitting piece of a second-base platoon in the mid-1960s and hung around the organization for decades afterward as a coach and organizational instructor.

Fiery ex-Phillie Larry Bowa (1985) played the last games of his career during the Mets’ 1985 stretch drive and continues to hold down the shortstop position on the “They were Mets?” all-time squad. Roy Staiger (1976-77) was a well-regarded prospect but showed little beyond a strong glove at third base. Kevin Elster (1986) made his debut on the last day of August in 1986—just in time to become an instant World Champion. He wore numbers other than 2 for the balance of his Mets career. Jimmy Piersall was assigned No. 2 when he joined the Mets in 1963, but he switched to 34 after two days. Ex-Yankee socialite infielder Phil Linz spent the final two years of his career as a Mets backup.

Other 2s: Reserve infielders Brock Pemberton (1974-75), Phil Mankowski (1980, 1982), and Bill Almon, a former #1 overall pick by the San Diego Padres (1987); and short-lived outfielders Doug Saunders (1993); Tom Grieve (1978), future Texas GM who traded away Sammy Sosa; Wayne Housie (1993); and Damon Buford (1995).


Number of times issued: 22 (19 players, 1 manager, 2 coaches)

Longest tenured: Bobby Valentine (manager; 7 seasons, 1,003 games), Mackey Sasser (5 seasons, 420 games)

Best single season: Mackey Sasser, 1990 (.307/.344/.426)

Career statistical leaders: Home runs (Marv Throneberry 16), RBI (Sasser 133), batting average (Sasser .283)




How Low Can You Go?

On July 3, 1962, at Candlestick Park in San Francisco, Marv Throneberry allowed a pop fly to drop untouched on the infield grass for an RBI single, one of 15 Giants hits supporting Jack Sanford’s complete-game effort in a 10-1 rout of the Mets. Nothing terribly unusual about that—Throneberry frequently made mind-bogglingly bad plays, the ’62 Mets were routinely battered, and the Giants were on their way to the NL pennant. A mismatch on paper was borne out on the field. But it was on paper—specifically, the Met lineup card—where it got interesting.



 1 Ashburn RF 
10 Kanehl CF 
11 Woodling LF 
16 Taylor C 
4 Neal 2B 
2 Throneberry 1B 
18 Mantilla 3B 
7 Chacon SS 
15 Jackson P



 Add the uniform numbers together and you have 84—then and still, the lowest combined uniform starting lineup in Mets history.

This lineup’s historical importance was of course not recognized at the time, and it was definitely lost on the man who wrote it. Manager Casey Stengel exited the ballpark during the fourth inning, leaving direction of the team to coach Cookie Lavagetto. Later it was revealed that Stengel had traveled eighty miles to Stockton, California, to recruit amateur free-agent pitcher Bob Garibaldi of Santa Clara University. Garibaldi was among the most sought-after collegians in the country that summer, but the meeting, like the game that day, was a low point: Garibaldi the next day announced he’d signed with the Giants. The ’62 Mets had lost again.







#3: WHEN YOU SAY BUD


PROGRESSION:






	Player
	Years



	Gus Bell
	1962 (to May 21)



	Ed Bouchee
	1962 (July 19-31)



	Tim Harkness
	1963-1964 (to July 29)



	Billy Cowan
	1965 (to Aug. 5)



	Bud Harrelson
	1965 (from Sept. 2), 1966- 1977



	Sergio Ferrer
	1978



	Richie Hebner
	1979



	Mario Ramirez
	1980



	Mike Cubbage
	1981



	Rafael Santana
	1984-1987



	Bud Harrelson (coach/mgr.)
	1989-1991



	Junior Noboa
	1992



	Darrin Jackson
	1993



	Luis Rivera
	1994 (to Aug 11)



	Carl Everett
	1995-1997



	Vance Wilson
	1998-2000



	Jason Phillips
	2001 (May 13- 15: did not play)



	Vance Wilson
	2001 (from June 30), 2002-2004



	Miguel Cairo
	2005



	Manny Acta (coach)
	2006



	Damion Easley
	2007







Over a thirteen-year playing career with the Mets, Bud Harrelson never wore a uniform number other than 3 and never played an inning at any position but shortstop.

A Mets constant who distinguished himself with feistiness and hustle, Harrelson (1965-77) is easily the team’s all-time No. 3, a jersey otherwise populated by journeymen. As a Met, Harrelson earned two world championship rings (one as a coach), two All-Star Game appearances, a Gold Glove, and had a second, shorter, and considerably more difficult, career as a Mets manager.

Harrelson was a star in the field but not in the highlight reels. Steady but rarely breathtakingly so, he positioned himself superbly, caught whatever was hit near him, and threw accurately and on time. At the plate he consistently provided meager but reliable production, supplementing a near complete lack of power (7 career home runs) with good on-base skills, general heads-up play, and the ability to reach base via the bunt.

Part of Casey Stengel’s “Youth of America,” Harrelson signed with the Mets out of San Francisco State University shortly after he turned nineteen years old in 1963. So impressed was Stengel with the young infielder at spring camp in 1964 that the manager lobbied, albeit unsuccessfully, to take him north. It wouldn’t be until 1967 that Harrelson established himself as the Mets’ everyday shortstop.

In the championship season of 1969, Harrelson was one of only four regular starters under manager Gil Hodges’ platoon system—Cleon Jones in left, Tommie Agee in center field, and Jerry Grote behind the plate were the others—embodying the baseball truism about strong defense up the middle winning championships. Fans recall Harrelson best for his dusty brawl with Pete Rose during the 1973 National League Championship Series: Harrelson, although giving away size to Rose, acquitted himself well as the Mets—similar longshots themselves—defeated the mighty Reds.

Ironically, Harrelson’s career as a manager was a case of decent statistics hiding a shaky day-to-day performance. Given the unenviable task of succeeding Davey Johnson, Harrelson struggled to hold together fragments of a crumbling dynasty and lasted less than two seasons despite his teams achieving an overall winning mark. Although strongly influenced by Gil Hodges, Harrelson appeared to lack his managerial idol’s presence and confidence, and his tenure is not remembered fondly.

Harrelson was on the coaching lines (wearing No. 23) while a successor in the No. 3 jersey, Rafael Santana, replicated Harrelson’s role as the no-hit, good-glove shortstop on a Mets championship team. Santana (1984-87) lasted four years as a Met, three as a starter, although it’s difficult to imagine how. Reliable defensively, Santana was a poor hitter, providing little of the extras in terms of speed or on-base skills that Harrelson could.

By the time Carl Everett (1995-97) had begun to realize his tremendous potential, he was already on his way out. A first-round draft pick of the Yankees out of Hillsborough High in Tampa, Dwight Gooden’s alma mater, Everett had all the tools but had already worn through two organizations when he arrived in an astutely orchestrated trade with Florida following the 1994 season. Everett really began to blossom in 1997, providing explosive power, clutch hits, and ability in any outfield position, becoming one of the most promising young players on the suddenly contending Mets. Then Shea Stadium day-care staff alerted authorities of their concerns the Everett family may have been abusing their children.

The incident—which for a time cost the Everett’s custody of their two kids—didn’t sit well with the family-friendly image the Mets were promoting. Everett was unloaded cheaply, to Houston for doomed reliever John Hudek, following the 1997 season. Everett would go on to greater accomplishments on the field with the Astros and Red Sox and even grander displays of temper and curious behavior.

Vance Wilson (1998-2004) one day will tell his grandkids that he backed up the two greatest catchers of his era—Mike Piazza with the Mets and Ivan Rodriguez with the Tigers. Through 2006 they totaled twenty-four All-Star appearances and seventeen Silver Sluggers between them. Not bad for a 44th-round draft pick who didn’t arrive in the majors to stay until age twenty-nine.

Wilson provided hard-nosed play, good defense, and respectable power in a fine job succeeding Piazza’s similarly well-liked and valuable caddy, Todd Pratt. Wilson was exposed some when pressed into an everyday role following Piazza’s injury in 2003 and was sent to the Tigers in exchange for Anderson Hernandez following the 2004 season.

Richie Hebner arrived reluctantly on the eve of the 1979 season and overnight became the third baseman he no longer was and the cleanup hitter he was never suited to be. His offseason job as a gravedigger, however, was a perfect match for the dreary ’79 Mets.

A hardscrabble New Englander who might have also made a career as a hockey player, Hebner was a mainstay of the terrific Pirates teams of the early 1970s but had already been transitioned to a first baseman by Philadelphia when the Mets acquired him (for pitcher Nino Espinosa in a deal that certainly didn’t go New York’s way). Hebner knocked in four runs in his Met debut but things went downhill from there. A target of fan abuse and a symbol of a futile franchise, he was unloaded shortly after his only season in New York for outfielder Jerry Morales and third baseman Phil Mankowski.

Left-handed-hitting French Canadian slugger Tim Harkness replaced Marv Throneberry at first base for the Mets in 1963. While his overall numbers were unimpressive (10-41-.221), Harkness is remembered for hitting two extra-inning walk-off home runs that season, including a 14th-inning grand slam to stun the Cubs. His trade to Cincinnati in 1964 for Bobby Klaus stunned teammates and Harkness alike, resulting in Harkness refusing to report to the Reds’ farm team in San Diego until the Mets reluctantly provided him a $2,000 bonus.

Gus Bell was the 1962 Mets’ opening-day right fielder but lasted just five weeks in a Met uniform before being sent to Milwaukee as the player to be named in the previous winter’s trade for Frank Thomas. Bell (1962) was one of the better power hitters in the National League in the 1950s, but he was all but washed up when the Mets selected him in the expansion draft. He hit .149 in 100 at-bats for the Mets. Another expansion draftee, Ed Bouchee, suited up in No. 3 after Bell disappeared in ’62. Bouchee (1962) was a burly power-hitting first baseman with bad hands, suiting him perfectly to be a backup to Throneberry.

Billy Cowan (1965) was acquired from the Cubs to be the Mets’ everyday center fielder in 1965. Despite a good glove, Cowan proved to be an abysmal free-swinger (.179 batting average, .205 on-base percentage, 5 walks, and 45 strikeouts in 162 plate appearances) and was traded in August. Reserve infielder Mike Cubbage wore No. 3 in 1981 but No. 4 when he took over briefly as Mets manager a decade later. Miguel Cairo had a good reputation as a reserve when he arrived in 2005 but spent entirely too much time making starts for injured teammates.

Veteran reservist Damion Easley was a terrific pinch hitter whose stint with the 2007 Mets ended in dual tragedy: A gruesome ankle injury ended his season in August and its repercussions by year-end rendered him the dubious distinction as having played the most games in the majors without appearing in a postseason series—1,593 and counting.

Also, short-lasting reserves were Sergio Ferrer (1978), Mario Ramirez (1980), Junior Noboa (1992), Darrin Jackson (1993), and Luis Rivera (1994).


Number of times issued: 21 (17 players, 2 coaches, 1 manager, 1 DNP)

Longest tenured: Bud Harrelson (13 seasons, 1,322 games)

Best single season: Harrelson, 1970 (.243/.351/.309, 95 walks, 23 stolen bases, 8 triples)

Career statistical leaders: Home runs (Carl Everett 27), RBI (Harrelson 242), batting average (Richie Hebner .268)




Step Right Up and Teach the Mets

Promoting from within was a few years in coming for the Mets. The early coaching staff mostly played when John McGraw ruled the Polo Grounds. Casey Stengel, who’d been 33 when he’d starred for McGraw’s Giants in the 1923 World Series, kept the Mets beat writers in stitches at his old stomping grounds. Crabby coach Rogers Hornsby scared the pants off the greenhorns, while pitching coach Red Ruffing could regale the beleaguered staff with tales of playing with Babe Ruth. It was all good stuff, but it didn’t translate into wins.

The first Mets to join the coaching ranks were players at the end of the line. Yogi Berra and Warren Spahn served as part-time players and full-time coaches in 1965. Berra, just fired by the Yankees despite winning a pennant as a rookie manager, caught just five games; Spahn flew the coop after three months, 12 losses and untold headaches working with the hopeless pitching staff. He opted to pitch a few final games in San Francisco and did not coach in the majors again until 1972. Rusty Staub was a player-coach in 1982, but his role soon changed to unofficial advisor and official pinch hitter.

Gil Hodges was the first former Met to manage in the majors. He first managed expansion Washington in 1963 and then, fittingly, took over the Mets in 1968. (Both the Senators and Mets traded players to acquire him as manager.) Hodges was also the first former Met to manage a world champion. Eight former Mets have followed him as manager at Shea, with varying degrees of success. Six of them, like Hodges, were infielders. Unlike Hodges, though, five apprenticed as coaches for the club.

[image: e9781602392274_i0008.jpg]








#4: RUSTY, NAILS, AND MOJO


PROGRESSION:






	Player
	Years



	Charlie Neal
	1962, 1963 (to July 1)



	Duke Snider
	1963 (from July 2)



	Wayne Graham
	1964



	Ron Swoboda
	1966-1970



	Rusty Staub
	1972-1974



	Bruce Boisclair
	1976-1979



	Jose Moreno
	1980



	Bob Bailor
	1981-1983



	Lenny Dykstra
	1985-1988, 1989 (to June 18)



	Lou Thornton
	1989 (from Sept. 1)



	Mike Cubbage (coach)
	1990-1996



	Cookie Rojas (coach)
	1997-1998



	Robin Ventura
	1999-2001



	John Valentin
	2002



	Matt Galante (coach)
	2003-2004



	Chris Woodward
	2005-2006



	Ben Johnson
	2007







It’s the destiny of the Met No. 4 jersey to be on the back of a fan favorite who stars in a postseason, only to be sent away in a baffling trade shortly afterward.

Naturally, it’s happened four times.

Rusty Staub (1972-74) was one of the most complete ballplayers of his time; packaging power, on-base ability, clutch hitting, and fearsome defense in right field (he led the National League in assists in 1974 and ’75).
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Acquired from Montreal just prior to the 1972 season for Ken Singleton, Tim Foli, and Mike Jorgensen, the left-handed-hitting Staub was leading the Mets in home runs and RBI before a fractured hand requiring surgery interrupted his season and derailed any hopes for the once-promising Mets. Staub returned in 1973 to set a then-team record with 36 doubles and provide 3 home runs as the Mets upset the favored Cincinnati Reds in the playoffs. In the 1973 World Series, Rusty led all hitters with a .423 batting average despite playing with a shoulder damaged so badly in a collision with the right-field wall at Shea that he was forced to throw underhand.

As he had been in prior stops in Houston and Montreal, Staub was a great fan favorite, which made his trade to Detroit for Mickey Lolich following the 1975 season all the more infuriating. Approaching 10-and-5 rights (ten years of major league service, five with one club) giving him the power to veto a trade, a front office skittish about the newly won gains of the players association figured to act while they still controlled their hitting star’s destiny. The Mets would right that mistake six years later, however, and Rusty would write an exciting final chapter to his career ... as we’ll see in Chapter 10.

He wasn’t much of an outfielder any other day, but his diving catch of Brooks Robinson’s liner in Game 4 of the 1969 World Series helped make Ron Swoboda an all-time Mets hero.

“Rocky” socked 19 homers as a 21-year-old rookie in 1965 (wearing No. 14, which he set aside for Ken Boyer in 1966). Though he never followed through on his early promise, Swoboda (1966-70) had a flair for the unexpected: it was his pair of two-run homers that defeated the Cardinals despite Steve Carlton striking out 19 Mets in September 1969. His 8th-inning double brought in the go-ahead run in Game 5 of the World Series to set the stage for Kooz, Cleon, and the rampage at Shea that followed. And along with teammate Tom Seaver, Swoboda became something of a spokesman for the champion Mets and what they represented in those turbulent times. Swoboda left unhappy after a 1971 trade to Montreal (Don Hahn came in exchange). He eventually returned to New York, first as a Yankee, then as a sportscaster of some renown.

Robin Ventura is always going to evoke mixed feelings. Signed as a free agent in 1999, Ventura (1999-2001) was a legitimate MVP candidate (he finished sixth in the voting, just ahead of teammates Mike Piazza and Edgardo Alfonzo) and a team leader who introduced “Mojo Risin’” to the Met vocabulary. He capped his first year as a Met with the unforgettable “grand slam single” that dramatically ended Game 5 of the ’99 NLCS. But the goodwill generated by that first season would be severely tested by the two injury-plagued and disappointing campaigns to follow. His stock had dropped so low by the end of 2001 (21-61-.237) that the Mets felt comfortable trading him to the Yankees for three-time All-Star David Justice, leaving conflicted Mets fans the choice of either cheering for his continued mediocrity or rooting against the comeback they all believed he had in him. Predictably, his results as a Yankee were a mix of good and terrible. Justice, on the other hand, never played a single game for the Mets. One week after the Ventura trade, the Mets dealt him to Oakland for pitchers Mark Guthrie and Tyler Yates.

In Michael Lewis’s bestseller Moneyball, Billy Beane, the Oakland general manager, described former farmhand roommate Lenny Dykstra as “perfectly designed emotionally to play the game of baseball.” Who could disagree?

Hyperactive and pint-sized, Dykstra (1985-89) wore No. 4 but played like a No. 1. He hit .278 with 104 doubles and 116 stolen bases as a Met and shined in the 1986 postseason: his home run off Dave Smith in the bottom of the ninth inning won Game 3 of the NLCS against Houston, and his leadoff triple off Bob Knepper sparked the 9th-inning rally that tied that series’ epic and decisive Game 6. His leadoff home run in Game 3 of the World Series at Fenway Park was the first step in the Mets’ climb out of a deep hole against Boston.

In June of 1989, Dykstra, his giant wad of chewing tobacco, and Roger McDowell were dispatched to Philadelphia for Juan Samuel in a deal that to this day draws wails of regret from Mets fans. He’d go on to lead the Phillies into the 1993 World Series, finishing second in the National League MVP voting to Barry Bonds that year.

The 1989 Dykstra trade was highlighted that September as Samuel struggled to get out of the .230s and career minor-leaguer Lou Thornton was patrolling the Shea outfield in Dykstra’s old No. 4. Inexplicably, Thornton would return briefly in 1990 in the No. 1 jersey of another displaced favorite, Mookie Wilson.

Former Brooklyn hero Duke Snider hit 14 homers in a nostalgia tour as a Met in 1963. As strange as it must have been for old Dodgers fans to see the Duke calling the Polo Grounds home, it was even stranger watching him don a Giants uniform in 1964.

Snider was batting in the 1979 Old-Timers’ Day game at Shea Stadium when the tape covering the nameplate on his No. 4 jersey peeled away revealing ... BOISCLAIR. One of those bit players whom Met fans tend to remember vividly, Bruce Boisclair (1976-79) was a gangly outfielder with a wide left-handed stance who enjoyed some success as a part-timer and pinch hitter (.293, 21 doubles, 4 HR, 44 RBI in 307 ABs in 1977) and considerably less success as an outfielder.

Original Mets second baseman Charlie Neal might be considered the franchise’s first-ever big-money goof. The inviting left-field deck of the Polo Grounds—not to mention his Dodger bloodlines—persuaded the Mets to trade Lee Walls and $75,000 of George Weiss’s “mad money” to Los Angeles for the pull-hitting infielder following the expansion draft. But Neal aged quickly (the early Mets had a way of doing that to people) and was shuffled off quietly in 1963.

Utility man Bob Bailor (1981-83) was the key player sent to the Dodgers in 1983 (along with reliever Carlos Diaz) in exchange for a portly minor-league southpaw named Sid Fernandez. That remains one of the shrewdest deals the Mets have ever made.

The rest of the Gang of Four were utility infielders and reserves: Wayne Graham (1964), best known for managing Rice University’s baseball team wearing the uniform number of his manager, Casey Stengel; Jose Moreno (1980); John Valentin (2002); Chris Woodward (2005-06); and Ben Johnson (2007). Johnson, who batted all of .185 in 27 at bats in ’07, was all the Mets had to show for trading two young relievers—Heath Bell and Royce Ring—who they desperately could have used.


Number of times issued: 17 (14 players, 3 coaches)

Longest tenured: Ron Swoboda (5 seasons, 602 games), Lenny Dykstra (5 seasons, 544 games)

Best single season: Robin Ventura, 1999 (.301/.379/.529, 32 HR, 120 RBI)

Career statistical leaders: Home runs (Ventura 77, Swoboda 50), RBI (Ventura 265, Swoboda 254), batting average (Dykstra .278, Staub .273)




Now Playing at the Drive-In

Former No. 4 Rusty Staub enjoyed a fifteen-year reign as the Mets’ all-time single-season RBI leader. Over the next sixteen years, his one-time record of 105 RBI, set in 1975 (while wearing No. 10) and tied by Gary Carter in 1985, would be bested eleven times.

Despite the help of 265 RBI from Robin Ventura and 254 from Ron Swoboda, No. 4 collectively ranks no better than seventh on the Met all-time list of runs batted in by uniform number. (Rusty’s No. 10 was weighed down by too many Reys—Ordoñez and Sanchez—to make anyone’s list.) David Wright’s third straight 100-RBI season enabled No. 5 to push past long-time leader No 18, where Darryl Strawberry’s 733 RBI still rank as the highest individual total in Mets history. (Moises Alou spent too much time on the DL to hold off the inevitable.) And 15 caught 18 as well. Following are the top 10 uniform numbers by RBI through 2007:






	No.
	RBI
	Notes



	5
	1,345
	David Wright’s 24/7 presence translates into 365 RBI; John Olerud (291) and Steve Henderson (227) stand at second and third



	18
	1,318
	Strawberry with 733; Joel Youngblood with 216



	15
	1,318
	George Foster edges Jerry Grote (361 to 357), but Carlos Beltran (306) will soon change that



	20
	1,300
	Howard Johnson 626; Tommie Agee 265



	7
	1,285
	Kranepool leads with 555; Hubie Brooks (259) and Jose Reyes (242) together don’t reach the total of the seventeen-year Met



	9
	1,228
	Todd Hundley 388; Gregg Jefferies 205



	4
	1,192
	Ventura 265, Swoboda 265; Staub 188



	25
	1,052
	Bobby Bonilla 275; Frank Thomas 173



	12
	1,051
	John Stearns 302



	22
	1,018
	Kevin McReynolds 456











#5: MR. WRIGHT


PROGRESSION:






	Player
	Years



	Hobie Landrith
	1962 (to June 7)



	Joe Pignatano
	1962 (from July 13)



	Norm Sherry
	1963



	Chris Cannizzaro
	1965



	Shaun Fitzmaurice
	1966



	Sandy Alomar
	1967 (to May 23)



	Ed Charles
	1967 (from May 24), 1968-1969



	Joe Foy
	1970



	Francisco Estrada
	1971



	Jim Beauchamp
	1972-1973



	Jim Gosger
	1974



	Jerry Moses
	1975 (to April 28; did not play)



	Mike Phillips
	1975 (from May 3), 1976, 1977 (to June 15)



	Steve Henderson
	1977 (from June 15), 1978-1980



	Mike Howard
	1981-1983



	Davey Johnson (manager)
	1984-1990



	Charlie O’Brien
	1991



	Jeff McKnight
	1992



	Jeromy Burnitz
	1993-1994



	Brook Fordyce
	1995 (to May 15)



	Chris Jones
	1995 (from May 15)-1996



	John Olerud
	1997-1999



	Mark Johnson
	2000



	Tsuyoshi Shinjo
	2001



	Mark Johnson
	2002



	Tsuyoshi Shinjo
	2003



	David Wright
	2004-2007







There are moments when you can can’t help but think David Wright will be the last Met to wear the No. 5 jersey. Like his eye black and his attitude, Wright wears it well.

A between-round “sandwich pick”—compensation for having lost Mike Hampton to free agency the previous winter—Wright was the 38th overall selection in the 2001 amateur draft and forced his way to the majors a little more than three years later. Had Wright been given a choice of uniform number, he may have taken No. 8 in honor of his boyhood idol, Cal Ripken of the Orioles. But Mets equipment managers had another recent vintage Hall of Fame infielder in mind when they issued Wright No. 5: George Brett of the Kansas City Royals.
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Where talented young players tend to have positive character attributes assigned to them regardless of their actual character, Wright appears to be very much the genuine article; the organization man who’s too good to be fake. When fans wailed in 2005 that Willie Randolph had the temerity to bat him seventh in the lineup, Wright diffused any controversy by humbly explaining it offered him opportunities to learn. He paid respect to veterans, granted interviews, made promotional appearances, signed autographs for kids, remained a bachelor, started a charity foundation, and signed a long-term contract that could keep him in a Mets uniform through 2013.

There’s no telling by then where he’ll rank among the club’s all-time offensive leaders, but he’s off to an historically good start. In his first three-and-a-half years he posted top-ten Mets seasons in hits (twice), doubles (three times), and RBI. And through 2007 Wright was the second in Mets history (for players with 1,000 at-bats) in batting average (.311), slugging percentage (.533), and on-base percentage (.388). That certainly makes up for the odd errant throw from third base (and he still won the ’07 Gold Glove).

One of the men Wright one day may chase down is a predecessor in the No. 5 jersey, John Olerud (1997-99). A brilliant bit of thievery brought Olerud to New York. Misinterpreting the first baseman’s legendary patience at the plate as a lack of aggression, the Blue Jays took pedestrian starter Robert Person off the Mets’ hands and paid $5 million (not Canadian dollars, either) of Olerud’s $6.5 million 1997 salary. Olerud hammered home the folly of this deal by having the best three-year stretch of his career with the Mets, amassing 63 home runs, 291 RBI, and a .315/.425/.501 line: His batting and on-base percentages through 2006 were the highest in Mets history and his slugging ranked fourth all-time.

In 1998, Olerud shattered Cleon Jones’s twenty-nine-year-old club record for batting average in a season, hitting .354. Olerud also came through when it counted. He hit .438 in the Mets’ 1999 Division Series win over Arizona, including a home run in the crucial Game 1 victory over Randy Johnson, and .296 in the following NLCS against Atlanta with two home runs. Sadly, it would be his Mets swan song, as he departed for Seattle as a free agent following the season.

Olerud complemented his uniform by wearing a flapless batting helmet in the field. This was not a fashion statement but rather a precaution—and a message to his mother he’d be careful out there—after having suffered a brain aneurysm while in college.

Style, however, was the specialty of Olerud’s successor in the No. 5 jersey, the flamboyant free-swinging Japanese outfielder Tsuyoshi Shinjo. Shinjo (2001, 2003) wore gigantic orange sweatbands and seemingly couldn’t help but add flair to his motions: he hopped before catching every fly ball, and his home runs were frequently accented with a casually arrogant flip of the bat (especially arrogant given that he homered once every 50 or so at-bats as a Met).

Although imported primarily to be a reserve, injuries and ineffectiveness among regular starters provided Shinjo more playing time than the brass might have imagined in 2001. He responded by being perhaps the team’s most exciting player that year, getting 10 home runs, 23 doubles, and 56 RBI in 400 at-bats. The Mets traded him and utility infielder Desi Relaford to San Francisco following the ’01 season for left-handed starting pitcher Shawn Estes, but they missed Shinjo’s contributions in 2002 enough to re-sign him in 2003, dressing him again in the No. 5 jersey. However, the 2003 go-round was considerably less effective (1 HR, .193 batting average in 114 at-bats) and injury-riddled. Shinjo returned to Japan, where he revived his career as the Jim Palmer of the East: he models the men’s underwear brand Gunze and, going far beyond the Orioles’ Hall of Famer, Shinjo made plans to model nude. When last seen clothed as a Nippon Ham Fighter, his triple-wide sweatbands came in patterns like argyle.

Casey Stengel famously explained that without a catcher, a team would have a lot of passed balls. And with that, the Mets chose lefty-swinging catcher Hobie Landrith with their very first pick in the 1961 expansion draft. A 31-year-old veteran of four organizations, Landrith (1962) in fact allowed three passed balls in a Mets career that lasted less than a month before he was shipped to Baltimore for Marv Throneberry.

There was no shortage of passed balls. The No. 5 jersey subsequently went to other reserve catchers: Joe Pignatano, an ex-Dodger who famously hit into a triple play in the last game of the 1962 season and then retired to a long career as a bullpen coach, cultivating the first tomato crop in Shea’s right-field pen; Norm Sherry, yet another Dodger backup, acquired following the 1962 season and destined for pinch-hitting duties in 1963, his final season; and Chris Cannizzaro, who switched from No. 8 in 1965 for the Mets to make room for another veteran New York catcher playing out the last days of his career, Yogi Berra.

Ed Charles, who arrived early in 1967 and lasted through 1969, became the first wearer of the No. 5 jersey to make it more than one season for the Mets. The veteran third baseman, known as the “Glider” for his running style, served as a platoon third baseman—and unofficial poet laureate. He led the 1968 Mets with 15 home runs.

Charles’s retirement after the 1969 season triggered one of the most foolish trades in team history when the Mets packaged young outfielder Amos Otis and pitcher Bob D. Johnson to Kansas City for Joe Foy.

The trade was a masterpiece of poor timing and wasted resources. Before the 1969 season the Mets had been so high on Otis they wouldn’t part with him even though there were indications they might have pried Joe Torre loose from Atlanta if they had. Instead they tried making a third baseman out of Otis, but that experiment failed, leaving Otis unhappy, unproductive (.158 in 93 at-bats as an outfield reserve and pinch hitter), and in Gil Hodges’s doghouse.
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Player Position | Number Coach Number Manager | Number
Yogi Berra C 8 1965-71 8 1972-75 | 8
Warren Spahn P 21 1965 21
Gil Hodges 1B 14 1968-71 | 14
Joe Pignatano C 5) 1968-81 52
Roy McMillan SS 11 1973-75 51 1975 51
Willie Mays OF 24 1974-79 24
Joe Torre 1B 9 1977-81 | 9
Bud Harrelson SS 3 1982, 1985-90 | 53,23,3 | 1990-91 | 3
Rusty Staub OF 4,10 1982 10
Bohby Valentine | 2B 1983-85 53, 22,26 | 1996-

2002 2
Mike Cubbage 3B 3 1990-96 4 1991 4
Chuck Hiller 2B 2 1990 22
John Stephenson C 49,19, 12 | 1992-93 51, 32
Dallas Green P 2 1993-96 | 46
Bob Apodaca B 34 1996-99 34
Mookie Wilson OF 1 1997-2002 &, 1
Randy Niemann P 486, 40 1997-99, 45, 48, 52

2001-02

Al Jackson P 15, 38 1999-2000 54
John Stearns C 16, 12 2000-01 12
Sandy Alomar Sr. | SS 5 2005-07 2
Willie Randolph | 2B 12 2005-07 | 12
Rickey Henderson | OF 24 2007 24
Howard Johnson 3B 20, 44 2007 52

Note: Position refers to primary position as a Met. Bold indicates manager (including interim
managers). Coach and manager only include years in those capacities as Mets.
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