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INTRODUCTION

IT WAS A FITTING ENDING TO A DECADE WHOSE images, forty years later, continue to endure in a shared imagination. Mention the sixties, and anyone who lived through them will conjure visions of cities burning, college campuses under siege, national leaders felled by assassins’ bullets, and the grim choreography of a war that tore at our souls from a distance of 10,000 miles. There was, at the time, the uneasy sense that the fabric that held our lives together was coming apart. Something special was needed to turn the mood of the country, a miracle of sorts, and there were two on the horizon.

In July of 1969, we watched the flickering, black-and-white images of men walking on the moon. It was an achievement that transformed reverie to reality, but it was, at its heart, a triumph of technology, the fulfillment of a nation’s promise made by a president eight years earlier. But another “miracle” was just three months away. On a sunlit October afternoon, a scruffy baseball team with few brand names on its roster was going to win one for the rest of us. The New York Mets, underdogs of 100-1 in pre-season computations, were about to win the World Series all by themselves. Without government financing or the benedictions of science, they were about to carve their name in the indelible clay of baseball history as the “Miracle Mets.”

Now, viewed through the prism of time, the Mets’ achievement seems even more distinctive, for the game has been changing dramatically, and miracles would soon be harder to come by. Technology has come to the ballpark, and an avalanche of statistics produced by computers explains why events unwound as they did; it is all right there in the numbers. The intuition that used to challenge the odds has been outsourced to the microchip. There is no longer much of a difference in the way a game is conducted, as every manager has become prisoner to the percentages, apparently unaware of the adage that percentage players also die broke. Somewhere along the way, technology seems to have exposed the sleight-of-hand magic that had once gone unseen, and in the process our capacity for wonder has been compressed. What were looked upon as miracles in the past are now comprehended in the charts and tables that have replaced myth with calculation.

Today, a pitcher’s effectiveness is modified by the number of pitches he is allowed to throw. When the ’69 Mets were sculpting truth from the stuff of daydreams, there were no setup men or closers; a pitcher was expected to complete the game he started. No one had ever heard of pitch counts. Batting gloves were not yet the fashion, which meant that batters did not step out of the box after every pitch to readjust them, which meant that games ended in far less than four hours. The World Series was played beneath the crystal sunlight of October skies rather than after dark in temperatures that hovered near freezing. There were no wild card teams in the playoffs; in fact, 1969 was the first year that there were any playoffs at all, just one best-of-five series in each league, and that was considered revolutionary. No one knew what a DH was; pitchers batted when their turn came. Only doctors had heard of steroids.

In 1969, there were no luxury suites in Shea Stadium, but there were general admission seats that were actually within sight of the playing field, and you could usually get one on the day of the game. The scoreboard was in fact a scoreboard and showed the scores of out-of-town games; it was not a message board that told you when to cheer and how loud. Music was piped from the public address system only to suit a particular occasion, and came through at decibel levels that did not approach the sound barrier. On the field, the home team always wore white uniforms and the visiting team was dressed in gray; the colorful jerseys worn in softball beer leagues had not yet become the vogue. Players’ salaries in 1969—except for a handful of superstars—were not much higher than those earned by many of the fans who paid to watch them play. They worked at other jobs in the off-season—jobs they often returned to when they retired from the game.

Some twenty years later, when I made my way across the country to interview them, almost all the players who put the magic in the ’69 season were working full time. Art Shamsky was a real estate consultant and part-owner of a restaurant in lower Manhattan; Tug McGraw hosted a TV talk show called Ya Gotta Believe and ran a marketing firm called Tug McGraw Resources in a suburb of Philadelphia; Jerry Koosman and Wayne Garrett were involved in overnight courier services; Ed Kranepool owned a firm that manufactured marketing displays; Cleon Jones was in the roofing business in Alabama; I met with Jerry Grote in his real estate office in San Antonio, Texas; Gary Gentry also was in the real estate business; Ron Swoboda was sports director at a TV station in Phoenix, Arizona; Ken Boswell was sales manager for an auto dealer in Austin, Texas.

A few of the players were still in baseball. Tom Seaver, in the twilight of his career, was pitching for the Chicago White Sox and Nolan Ryan, in the Houston Astros uniform, was striking out batters; Bud Harrelson was the third-base coach of the 1986 Mets who were on their way to another World Series title. Ron Taylor was the team physician for the Toronto Blue Jays and director of the S.C. Cooper Sports Medicine Clinic at a Toronto hospital.

Now, forty years after the fact, Ryan is president of the Texas Rangers; Harrelson is senior vice president and first-base coach for the Long Island Ducks, an unaffiliated minor-league team. Seaver, who worked for many years as a TV color commentator, is a vintner in Calistoga, California, rising as early as 6 A.M. to tend to his grapes. Most of the other players have since retired. Five have passed on at relatively early ages: Cal Koonce, in 1993 at the age of fifty-two; Tommie Agee, 2001, at fifty-three; Tug McGraw, 2004, fifty-nine; Donn Clendenon, 2005, seventy; and Don Cardwell, 2008, seventy-two.

In retrospect, the ’69 Mets seem to have inhabited another time; baseball was still a game, then. The fields smelled fresher, the sun shone brighter, and the nights were softer. And the players, yes, the players, they played harder then, didn’t they? Weren’t they tougher then, with wads of chewin’ tobacco bulging from their cheeks? Now they chew bubble gum and blow bubbles as they circle the bases. But wasn’t everything better then? Didn’t the days pass more slowly, filled as they were with the texture of moments and events that could not be anticipated?

Of course the author is forty years older too now, and time has a way of embellishing the trophies of memory. There is a prime in the life of a fan just as there is in the career of a player, and those years can never be recaptured. They remain as treasures to be visited upon occasion, to be resurrected in the fullness of time, perhaps polished a bit, and then replaced in the storehouse of the past.

Yet we know that today is the prime of another generation. Our grandchildren are steeped in wonder as Jose Reyes steals a base, or Carlos Beltran runs down a drive into the gap, or David Wright launches one high and far into the late night air. Doubtless, they will look back on these seasons of their life and find the magic at some turning. Somewhere, at some time, their own Cinderella will find that the slipper fit; once again some band of losers will be feted with champagne and wrapped in blue ribbons.

Miracles, after all, are what we make them; they come when we need them most. So it is left for each generation to fashion its own as the occasion demands. The clock keeps ticking. Memory stalks time across the years and for those of us who remember it, the ’69 season of the New York Mets is our path back to a time when our dreams, filled with promise and fed by the conviction that reality was ours to shape, were beckoning from a horizon that was well within the measure of our reach.





PROLOGUE

THE ARITHMETIC SAYS IT WAS easy. In 1969, the New York Mets won their division championship by eight games. They won the National League pennant in three straight and the World Series four in a row after losing the opener.

But the numbers alone do not tell the story. The measure of that season must be taken against the context of the past. In their first seven years, the Mets finished last five times and next to last twice. During that time, they trailed the division leader by an average of more than forty-one games a season. In 1968, they lost sixteen more games than they won and finished twenty-four games out of first place. In the spring of 1969, the Las Vegas odds were 100-to-1 against the Mets’ winning the National League pennant.

But what appeared impossible in April, improbable in August, and unlikely as late as September had, by the middle of October, taken on the aspect of predestination.

The perspective of time makes sages of us all. Viewed through the prism of the past two decades, the triumph of the 1969 Mets seems to have had about it the taut inevitability of classical drama. Now, each event in that memorable season reveals itself as both cause and effect, every pivot of fortune the product of forces greater than chance. Together they weave themselves into a tapestry so neatly formed as to suggest that the outcome could not have been other than it was. That, of course, is a picture framed against a distant backdrop. At the time, it seemed as though magic were loose in the land.

Taken individually, the ’69 Mets were not a remarkable team. Their roster was not crowded with names likely to be inscribed on plaques in Cooperstown. Only two members of the team—Cleon Jones and Tommie Agee—came to bat more than four hundred times that season. Most of the others were part-time players whose appearance in the lineup depended upon whether the opposing pitcher was right- or left-handed. They were, in short, a team that relied on exceptional pitching and an instinct to seize the moment when chance fell to its favor.

Yet they are one of the very few teams that have survived the years with an identity all their own, remembered and defined by the year in which they won. “The ‘69 Mets” is a phrase that lives alongside such others as the ’27 Yankees, the ‘34 Cardinals, the ’51 Giants, and the ’55 Brooklyn Dodgers. Each is recalled in a special pocket of memory that is held apart from the teams that preceded it or those that followed. Some teams are remembered for the way they dominated all opposition, others for their late-season comebacks. Within such company, the Mets alone won their place in history because their triumph seemed to draw its breath from circumstances that ran counter to their nature.

The Mets were, after all, a team of modest breeding, heirs to a legacy of defeat unlike any other in sports. Born in 1962, baseball’s first year of expansion, the Mets right from the start had embossed the act of losing with a stamp all their own. It was their special genius, it seemed, to devise strategies for defeat that challenged the imagination. They brought to their efforts a lovable futility that endeared them to New York, the world’s first sanctuary for frail dreams and fading causes. They were taken to the heart, embraced without question.

In their first season, they lost 120 ballgames, a number unequalled in all the years baseball had been played. In subsequent seasons, it often appeared as if they were trying to exceed their own record but failed also at that. Even their heroes were not of the conventional stripe—batters who produced runs and pitchers who got the critical out. They were, instead, much in the literary fashion of the sixties, antiheroes who slipped and stumbled, who tried but failed, whose every vision was clouded by a hostile reality. They performed with a heroic pathos that perhaps struck a familiar chord in those who watched and cheered them. The Mets greeted each day with a relentless persistence that locked eyes with defeat but refused to blink.

During those early years, it was suggested that someday the Mets would rise to the level of mediocrity and forfeit the devotion of their fans. But they surprised everyone. They bypassed mediocrity entirely. In the summer of 1969 they simply took a deep breath and sprinted to the top. Now, they told their followers, watch closely and you will see that anything is possible.

They won a total of 107 games that season, including the playoffs and World Series. In the next fifteen years, only five teams won more games than the Mets of ‘69. Theirs was not a victory taken by default. Trailing the Chicago Cubs by nine and a half games in mid-August, they proceeded to win thirty-eight of their last forty-nine ballgames, including runs of nine and ten in a row. They took seven of their last ten games with the Cubs. They won their season series from every team in the league except the Houston Astros. In postseason play, they dominated the Braves with their bats and then choked off the Orioles with their pitching. They won going to the lead when they could and coming from behind when they had to. And yet, when all the returns were in and the Mets were champions tried and proven, their victory was deemed a miracle. History is more easily written than emended, and if the Yankees of ’27 will forever be known as Murderers’ Row, the Mets of ’69 will be remembered always as the Miracle Mets.

It is a subtle slander if taken literally, and the members of that team, virtually to a man, regard it with benign resentment.

“There was nothing miraculous about it,” says Bud Harrelson, the shortstop. “We went out each day with the idea of winning, and most of the time we won. We were not a great offensive team, but we got the hits when we needed them. We had outstanding pitching and we played very tight defense. That’s fundamental baseball, not a miracle.”

But miracles are mostly a state of mind. They depend on the willingness, perhaps even the need, to believe that one’s fortunes are held in hands more certain than one’s own. And so the Met championship, to the players truly a product of hard work, skill, and dedication, was nonetheless a miracle to their followers. Met fans with seven years’ longevity viewed the entire season through the lens of the team’s disenchanted past. For them, what occurred in 1969 could not adequately be explained in the routine tabulations common to baseball. The Met championship was christened a miracle because the mood of the times called for one—and when it comes to miracles, timing is everything.

The sixties, of course, had been a windstorm of a decade, a period that seemed to have fallen out of time and breathed a life of its own. But now that decade was drawing to a close. In late July, America landed a spaceship on the moon, and two of its passengers turned myth into wonder by setting foot in its dust. The imagination was wakened to new possibilities. “If men can walk on the moon. . . .”

At the time of the moon landing, the 1969 baseball season was at its midpoint. The three-day All-Star break had begun. The Mets watched the moon walk in an otherwise empty passenger terminal in Montreal’s airport. They had just split a doubleheader with the Expos, and now, bound for New York, their charter flight had been grounded because of an equipment failure. They watched as Neil Armstrong moved about on the surface of the moon, and they watched with particular interest.

“People had always kidded us that there would be men on the moon before the Mets ever got to first place,” said Ed Kranepool, the only player who had been a Met since the team’s first season, “and they were right.”

But not, as it turned out, by much. The Mets were indeed a legitimate contender at that point in the season, but there were few who honored their chances. They were judged by many to be impostors, a team that had been favored by fortune but could be trusted to revert to form when their luck ran out. Sooner or later, it was held, their past would reclaim them.

Most skeptical of all were the fans, for they had the longest memories. A team’s followers always outlast its players and even its owners. They do not get sold or traded, they do not retire or become free agents, they do not sell out to conglomerates, and they rarely switch allegiance. They represent a team’s truest continuity; they are the repository of its history. And Met fans, who for years had thrived on failed hopes and comic relief, were of a very special type.

They were called the New Breed, a species for whom victory was an afterthought. Good-humored and raucous, they flocked to the ballpark each day with a spirit immune to circumstance. Disappointment was foreign to their nature, for they sheltered no expectations. They reacted to every hit as if it were a run; every run scored was cheered as a victory; and a victory—rare commodity that it was—was greeted with the unabashed glee usually reserved for the winning of a championship.

During one game in 1963 (the team’s last season at the old Polo Grounds), with the Mets trailing by thirteen runs in the bottom of the ninth, two out and no one on base, the New Breed sent up a chant of “Let’s go, Mets.” With each new strike on the batter, the cry grew louder and more insistent. It was a battle cry that needed no battle; it betrayed neither a glimmer of hope nor the sneer of derision. It was a simple and joyous act of defiance, the declaration of a will that would not surrender to the inevitable.

The Mets and the New Breed formed the happiest of unions, a partnership in which even the most dismal failures of the one nourished the heart of the other. It was a bond that has been compared to that between the old Brooklyn Dodgers and their Flatbush Faithful, just as the Dodger teams of the late forties and early fifties have often been designated the forebears of the Mets. It is a sentimental analogy. The teams were vastly different in nature, and they appealed to instincts that were equally diverse.

The postwar Dodgers were a team rich in talent, arguably the best in the major leagues, which nonetheless ended each season with a new frustration. Always, it seemed, they were a step short or a minute late. Five times from 1946 to 1952, they lost a championship on the last day of their season. In 1946, the Cardinals beat them for the pennant in a playoff game. A year later, the Yankees edged them in the seventh game of the World Series. In 1950, Dick Sisler of the Phillies eliminated them with a home run on the season’s last day. Then, in 1951, Dodger despair was given new definition with Bobby Thomson’s ninth-inning home run. The following season, it was the Yankees again, snatching the sixth and seventh games of the World Series in Brooklyn’s Ebbets Field. The Dodgers were the mortal embodiment of Sisyphus, pushing the boulder up the mountain to within a foot, an inch, of the peak, only to see it slip and roll back down, a burden to be taken up with new vigor the following season. “Wait ’til next year” became a slogan that resounded with the bittersweet blend of hopefulness and dread.

The Mets, by contrast, had never been close enough to muse upon the prospects of a subsequent season. At no point in their first seven years could they have aspired to anything more than the bare threads of respectability. For Met fans, “next year” always promised to be little more than a replay of the one just past. Then, suddenly it seemed, this team that had measured prosperity in small change and fragile wishes decided to tap the till and shoot for the moon. In one quick and unexpected burst, the Mets appeared to stretch the distance from Mudville to Wonderland.

The attentive observer, however, might have detected some hints of change along the way. In 1968, while barely escaping last place, the Mets won seventy-three games, twelve more than the previous season and the most in their history. They also finished sixteen and a half games closer to the lead than in 1967 and within three games of the two teams just ahead of them in the standings.

But the real indication of what was to come could be seen only in a close scrutiny of their roster. A gradual evolution in personnel had begun as early as 1965, and it continued right up through the start of the ’69 season. Most of it was home-grown talent, signed by Met scouts and nurtured in the farm system. They took the place of used-up veterans and untried journeymen with whom the Mets began life as an expansion team, when their aim was more to attract fans than to win ballgames. Players like Duke Snider, Gil Hodges, Richie Ashburn, and Warren Spahn—now in the sunset of their careers—were eased into retirement, and young but unpromising hopefuls such as Choo-Choo Coleman, Rod Kanehl, and Marv Throneberry, who remains the prototype of Met futility, were shuffled off to other teams or, more often, into new occupations.

Up from the minors in 1965 came Cleon Jones, Ron Swoboda, Bud Harrelson, and Tug McGraw. Soon to arrive would be Nolan Ryan, Ken Boswell, Tom Seaver, and Jerry Koosman. Casey Stengel, managing his last season in 1965, referred to them proudly as the Youth of America. They trickled onto the Met roster, played their way into the lineup, and soon blended together with other, more seasoned, players obtained in trades. Jerry Grote and Ron Taylor came over from the Astros, Ed Charles from Kansas City, and Don Cardwell from Pittsburgh. From the White Sox came Tommie Agee, Al Weis, and J. C. Martin; and from Cincinnati, Art Shamsky.

Though few possessed world-class talent, the rookies had youth and promise, and the veterans, still with some good years left in them, had poise, experience, and, in some instances, a taste of what it was like to play for a winner. Perhaps most important, they were unconnected to Met tradition. They did not know they were supposed to lose with good humor or treat victory as an unexpected gift. If any doubts lingered, these would soon be erased by the Mets’ second-year manager, Gil Hodges, who had little patience for defeat and even less for a player ready to accept it.

So the Youth of America gathered in St. Petersburg, Florida, in the late winter of 1969, perhaps without great expectations, but certainly shorn of the legacy of despair. They would soon embark upon a season like no other. And now, nearly twenty years later, each looks back upon the summer of 1969 with that mellow mix of loss and wonder that is each man’s private heirloom.





PART ONE

A New Look






CHAPTER 1


RIGHT FROM THE START, 1969 was a year that bristled with innovation and the portents of a new era. The structure of baseball, for so long immutable, had begun to suffer the incursions of change in the fifties. Franchises with roots sunk deep in the soil of tradition set out to open new frontiers. They pushed west, first to places like Milwaukee and Kansas City, then across the continent as the Giants and Dodgers moved to California. In the early sixties, the major leagues expanded for the first time in the twentieth century. The American League added two teams in 1961 and stretched the once-sacrosanct 154-game schedule by eight games. A year later, the National League followed suit, giving birth to the Mets along with the Houston team that would become their seven-year rivals for last place. Still, there was only one pennant race in each league and only one postseason competition: the World Series.

Now, in 1969—baseball’s centennial year—the format was altered dramatically. Each league again adopted two new teams, and the leagues were split into Eastern and Western Divisions with six teams in each. Henceforward there would be four season-long pennant races of 162 games. The division winners in each would then meet in a best-of-five playoff to determine the World Series contestants. There was more than one reason for the change.

The addition of new franchises was a way of holding off the antitrust forces in Congress. Baseball enjoyed a limited exemption from the Sherman Antitrust Act, but in the activist decade of the sixties new threats seemed always to be on the horizon. A congressman with a mind to stir the waters could conceivably be placated if his state were granted a major league franchise.

There was also a more urgent motive. Baseball’s claim to being the national pastime was never more at peril than it was at the end of the 1968 season. For ten years, the appeal of professional football had been growing, and by the mid-sixties NBA basketball too began to attract wider public attention. Both those sports seemed better suited to a decade that prized speed and power over the cadenced pace and often invisible subtleties of baseball. For added measure, football and basketball, with their action focused on a relatively small portion of the playing surface, were more amenable to the eye of television than was the vast panorama of the baseball field. Clearly, four separate pennant races, which could easily involve half or more of the teams in each league, would serve to whet the interest of the fans in those cities.

Of course, change had long been anathema to those who governed baseball. Any tampering with the rituals of the game, even the slightest fine-tuning of the mechanism, was deemed an offense equal to heresy. Like no other sport, baseball thrived on continuity and tradition. So if the case for shuffling the deck required clear and convincing evidence, the 1968 season provided all that was necessary.

Attendance in both leagues had dropped to near-record lows, and television ratings, rapidly becoming the financial spine of the sports industry, had fallen commensurately. At a time when scoring was at its peak in other sports, and the illusion of nonstop action was invested with the highest order of priority, offense had virtually disappeared from baseball. Pitchers had assumed control and command of the game as they had at no time since the pre-Ruthian era of the dead ball. It was as if a new species of pitcher had, undetected, bypassed the hitters on the scale of evolution.

For the first time in nearly four decades, a pitcher, Denny McLain of the Detroit Tigers, won more than thirty games in a season. Bob Gibson of the St. Louis Cardinals compiled an earned run average of 1.12, the lowest in more than half a century, then set a World Series record with thirty-five strikeouts in three games. Six other pitchers had ERAs under 2.00, a figure usually low enough to lead the league. The Dodgers’ Don Drysdale pitched six straight shutouts and established a record of fifty-eight and two-thirds consecutive scoreless innings. Don Wilson of the Houston Astros struck out eighteen batters in a nine-inning game, and Luis Tiant of the Cleveland Indians fanned nineteen in a ten-inning contest. Catfish Hunter pitched a perfect game for Oakland, only the eleventh such game in the past century. Four other no-hitters were recorded during the season, two of them on consecutive days in San Francisco’s Candlestick Park.

As for the hitters, Carl Yastrzemski led the American League by batting half a point over .300, the lowest mark ever to lead a league. In one game, the Mets and the Astros played twenty-three innings without scoring a run. Perhaps the most graphic demonstration of the manner in which pitching dominated in 1968 occurred in the All-Star Game, where the best hitters in baseball combined for a total of just eight hits, and the only run of the game was scored on a double-play ball.

It was, as baseball’s management saw it, a recipe for extinction. The new four-division format could be expected to sustain interest late into the season, but it would not ease the stranglehold that pitchers held on the hitters. Assuming that fans wanted more scoring, the owners voted to make two small but basic adjustments: the pitching mound was lowered from fifteen to ten inches, and the batter’s strike zone was narrowed. The first would temper the speed of the pitcher’s delivery, and the second would assure the batter better pitches to hit. In addition, experiments were begun on two even more fundamental changes. A designated hitter, who would take the pitcher’s turn at bat, was used for the first time during spring training in 1969, and some of the exhibition games were played with a new ball, called the 1-X, which was 10 percent livelier than the one currently in use. Thus the start of the 1969 season offered baseball in somewhat new, spruced-up wrappings.

There were also, for those who could read them, forebodings of a more ominous turn, still a few years away, that would transform the sport in a manner not yet calculated. For when spring training camps opened in February, they had picket lines in front of them. Most of the players had gone on strike. It really was more a boycott than a strike, brief and unofficial, since the players were not contractually required to report to camp until March 1. Nonetheless, it was the first general labor action in baseball’s history, and it offered a suggestion of what the future would hold.

The issue was the division of television revenues. As sports increasingly became a national network commodity, television contracts grew more lucrative, and the players felt they were not getting their fair share. In the previous three years, NBC had paid baseball $40 million for the Game of the Week, the World Series, and the All-Star Game. About $4 million of that was contributed each year to the players’ pension fund. The athletes believed they were entitled to more. The Players’ Association, which had been conducting negotiations since the end of the previous season, urged its members to refuse to sign their 1969 contracts until the dispute was settled. Most players complied. Pitchers and catchers were expected to report more than a week before the March 1 deadline. On most teams, few did.

The Mets, however, were a team composed chiefly of young players hopeful of making the team and a handful of marginal veterans looking to hold on for another few seasons. As a result, when their St. Petersburg camp opened on Friday, February 21, the Mets led both leagues in the number of players in uniform. Thirteen pitchers and catchers reported. Those observing the boycott were pitchers Tom Seaver, Jerry Koosman, Ron Taylor, Al Jackson, Danny Frisella, and Bob Hendley and catcher J. C. Martin. Ed Kranepool, the Mets’ player representative, declared he would stay out until the strike was over. Shortstop Bud Harrelson and outfielder Ron Swoboda were inclined to stay out with them. However, thirty of the forty roster members said they would report on schedule whether the dispute was settled or not.

Despite their differences, there was little contention between the two groups. Even some of those observing the boycott did so reluctantly. A number of them held informal training sessions at a playground near the house rented by Seaver and his wife, Nancy. The conditioning camp, as it was called, was devoted mainly to calisthenics and games of pepper and catch, and the workouts were, as it turned out, short-lived. The dispute was settled on February 26, five days after the team camps had opened and three days before the official start of spring training. The three-year agreement called for $5.45 million to be placed in the pension fund annually; players would now qualify for a pension after four years of service instead of five.

Though the strike would have serious repercussions for some teams, there were no visible scars among the Mets. Johnny Murphy, the team’s general manager, had handled the situation with uncommon grace and understanding. One of the first player representatives himself, Murphy had helped write the players’ original pension plan in 1947. He was grateful that the players had agreed to make the plan retroactive to include those whose careers, like his own with the Yankees, had recently ended. Unlike officials from other teams, Murphy threatened no reprisals against those who stayed out, and he treated both sides with an even hand. As a consequence, the Mets began spring training in harmony with management and with a sense of unity among themselves.

Every small edge certainly would be welcome, for the Mets approached the 1969 season with aspirations of moving up in the standings. A championship, everyone agreed, was still beyond their grasp, but some improvement might be expected. The new format had placed the Cardinals, Cubs, Pirates, and Phillies in the Eastern Division along with the Mets and the expansion Montreal Expos. The Cardinals, who had won the pennant the two previous seasons, were generally conceded a third straight championship, with the only possible challenge provided by an improving Chicago team under Leo Durocher. But in 1968 the Mets had finished within three games of the Phillies and only seven behind the Pirates, and both were believed to be within reach. The Mets therefore considered themselves to be within wishing distance of third place. For certain, they would not have to concern themselves about finishing last, since expansion teams rarely escaped the cellar. So it was a reasonably optimistic Gil Hodges that greeted his squad on March 1 and began to survey the talent in the room.

It took little study to conclude that the club’s strength would be its pitching. Tom Seaver, with sixteen wins in each of his first two seasons, was already acknowledged to be one of the best in the league. Playing the Sundance Kid to Seaver’s Butch Cassidy would be Jerry Koosman, a second-year left-hander whose nineteen victories were the most ever recorded by a Met in a single season. The leading contenders for the other starting positions were Nolan Ryan, Jim McAndrew, and Don Cardwell. Ryan was a flame-throwing power pitcher in search of control who had started eighteen games in 1968 before developing a sore elbow at the end of July. McAndrew had been brought up in midseason, started twelve times, and pitched brilliantly, allowing slightly more than two earned runs a game although winning only four of eleven decisions. Cardwell, a veteran obtained from Pittsburgh in 1967, would add experience to the fledgling staff and possibly compete for the fifth starting position with Gary Gentry, a rookie right-hander out of Arizona State.

Principal bullpen duty would be entrusted to right-hander Ron Taylor, who had dined on championship fare with the Cardinals in 1964 and apparently savored the taste of pressure. Being considered for the role of his left-handed counterpart was Tug McGraw, a cocky youngster out of California who, as a twenty-year-old rookie, had outpitched Sandy Koufax in a 1965 game at Shea Stadium. McGraw had never been anything but a starter, but his conversion to relief was one of a handful of position moves being weighed by the Mets.

Catching was the only position that appeared to be set, with the tough, aggressive Jerry Grote backed up by J. C. Martin. The pair had a total of fifteen years’ major league experience between them, a matter of some significance on a team whose first four starting pitchers had only three full seasons among them.

The infield, by contrast, was a jumble. Bud Harrelson was the only full-time player and his availability was not entirely without question. He was coming off a knee operation at the end of the ’68 season, and even if he was completely sound, he would be lost periodically to military reserve duty, as would several others on the team. Ken Boswell, another reservist, was granted title to second base, but it was recognized that he would have to be spelled defensively on occasion. That help would come from either Wayne Garrett, a rookie out of Sarasota, Florida, or Al Weis, a recent arrival from the Chicago White Sox.

The corners—first base and third—were considered to be there for the taking. Ed Kranepool, a left-handed power hitter, had held a monopoly on first base since the Mets’ first season, but it had never been secure. Management contended that Kranepool needed more encouragement than most. Perhaps his desire had atrophied during his early years with the team. Whatever the cause, it was felt that being obliged to compete for his position would improve his performance. This year, the competition was expected to come from Art Shamsky, an outfielder by trade, and from Cleon Jones, the Mets’ regular left fielder and a right-handed hitter. If Jones took to the new position, he and Kranepool might give the Mets a left-right platoon with considerable power. Ed Charles, who had played most of his career with Kansas City and who was now thirty-four years old, was conceded the inside track at third. He would be challenged there by Garrett; by Kevin Collins, who had shuttled between the Mets and the minors over the last four seasons; and by the Mets’ most promising rookie, Amos Otis, an outfielder with exceptional speed, who would be given a trial at the position.

The outfield was to be covered by Jones in left (when and if he was not at first base), Tommie Agee in center (coming off a poor 1968 season but Rookie of the Year for the White Sox in 1966), and Shamsky and Ron Swoboda in right. Swoboda, a Met since 1965, was a right-handed hitter with impressive power but an erratic presence in the field. Like Kranepool, he was believed to have potential that had not yet worked its way into his performance. Then there was Otis, being given a chance in the outfield as well as the infield, and another greyhound of a rookie named Rod Gaspar.

It was a cast that certainly could use help here and there, but that possessed, at the very least, the seeds of respectability. And they had another asset that was not to be overlooked and could not be overestimated. Gil Hodges had become manager of the Mets in 1968 and had, in that one season, imbued the team with a new attitude. He was a man of fundamental habits and beliefs—the type that might have been played by Gary Cooper in a John Ford western—and he imparted those fundamentals to his players in a matter-of-fact manner that left little to conjecture. He distilled to its most basic elements the spare wisdom that winning could become as routine as losing if one were willing to pay the price. The price was no different from that in any other line of work: attention to detail, discipline, good work habits, the desire to learn from one’s mistakes.

Hodges had come to the Mets from the Washington Senators in what amounted to a trade for pitcher Bill Denehy and $100,000 in cash. It was not a trade the Senators wished to make. They had signed Hodges to a long-term contract, and during his four-year tenure the team had improved its position each year. Like the Mets, the Senators were the product of recent expansion. They were formed in 1961 to fill the void left when the original Washington franchise moved to Minnesota. After finishing last the first three seasons, the team responded to Hodges’s quiet but inspired leadership. The Mets, who had been seeking a full-time manager since Wes Westrum retired late in the 1967 season, coveted the former Dodger star; and Hodges, who still made his home in Brooklyn, yearned to return. So the deal was closed, and Hodges returned to New York bearing the gift of his winning tradition.

He had never seen the Mets play a baseball game, and he set for himself the modest goal of seventy victories in 1968. That still left room for the losing of ninety-two ballgames, but nonetheless it would be the best season the team ever had. As it turned out, Hodges exceeded his aim by three, bringing the Mets up out of last place and improving their record by a full twelve games. It was not an easy season, however, and conceivably it cost him. On September 24, Hodges suffered a heart attack during a game in Atlanta. The seizure was described as a mild one, and the outlook was favorable. His doctors said he would be able to return to work the following season. The diagnosis was correct. Hodges was back at the Mets’ training camp not quite five months after being stricken. He adopted a modest new health regimen, taking long morning walks, shedding about twenty pounds on a diet, and giving up his long-time cigarette habit. He betrayed no signs of weakness. He looked fit, he had lost none of his wry humor, and he remained optimistic even as the Mets came stumbling out of the gate at the start of the exhibition season.






CHAPTER 2


NEVER KNOWN AS QUICK STARTers, the Mets dropped their first three preseason games. They lost the opener to the Cardinals despite a good pitching effort by Jim McAndrew. The next game, a loss to the Houston Astros, featured three hitless innings by Tug McGraw and, as if by way of compensation, two errors by Ron Swoboda. Swoboda, who had vowed to improve his uncertain fielding, dropped a fly ball in the third inning and botched another chance in the fifth. If it was pitching that showed promise in the first two games, it was pitching that cost them the third. Nineteen-year-old Jon Matlack, not yet ready for the major league roster, gave up three home runs in the eighth inning of a game against the Red Sox.

It took a meeting with a junior varsity to get the Mets untracked. They swamped the Phillies B team 15-7, scoring all their runs in the sixth and seventh innings. Cleon Jones offered a preview of the kind of season he would have by hitting for the cycle—single, double, triple, and home run—all within four innings. Buoyed by their first victory, the Mets promptly added another. They dismantled the world champion Detroit Tigers 12-0 with home runs by Jones and Art Shamsky, and a grand slam by Gary Gentry, the rookie pitcher.

Detroit retaliated the next day, winning 7-4 in a game marked by the use of the new 1-X “super” ball. The Tigers pounced on the juiced-up ball for a double, a triple, and three home runs, hitting Don Cardwell especially hard. However, the ball did not seem so lively when Denny McLain was throwing it. Detroit’s thirty-one-game-winner pitched four shutout innings, proving that even the liveliest ball will not travel far if the batters are unable to hit it squarely.

Keeping peace with their nature, the Mets appeared to prefer the old, deader ball to the new one. Having been held to four runs with the lively version after scoring fifteen and twelve in the previous two games, they welcomed the return of the traditional ball with a sixteen-run assault on the Cardinals. Amos Otis, Ken Singleton, and Al Weis hit homers, and the light-hitting Weis added a triple and a single. After a win the next day over the expansion Kansas City Royals, the Mets moved on to the Atlanta Braves’ training site at West Palm Beach, where they found Paul Richards, the Braves’ executive vice-president, of a mind to talk trade.

Richards, a conservative type who had had little patience for the player boycott, was bent on unloading Joe Torre, who had been active on the players’ behalf. Torre, a catcher and first baseman, was a right-handed hitter with good power, exactly the kind of addition the Mets were seeking. The belief was that a player who could platoon with Kranepool at first would not only add punch from the right side of the plate but would also push Kranepool to the peak of his abilities. As an added fillip, Torre, a lifelong resident of Brooklyn, would bring home with him no small measure of crowd appeal. However, the deal foundered on Richards’s asking price. In return for Torre he wanted Nolan Ryan’s strong right arm; Jerry Grote, the first-string catcher; and the promising young rookie, Amos Otis. The Mets balked, and Richards rejected their counteroffer. Still eager to negotiate, the Mets declared Grote and Otis to be “untouchables,” along with Seaver, Koosman, Swoboda, Jones, and Harrelson. Richards scoffed. “I never knew the Mets had so many untouchables,” he said. “I’m surprised they didn’t win the pennant.” Before twenty-four hours had passed, he traded Torre to St. Louis for Orlando Cepeda.

The following day, Jim McAndrew, one of the players the Mets had offered for Torre, helped blank the Braves 3 — 0. The next day, Seaver, Ryan, and McGraw two-hit the Dodgers by the same score. The Met pitching staff now had twenty-five straight scoreless innings to its credit. Although the streak was snapped in the first inning of the next game, the Mets still managed to edge the Phillies 5-4.

But while young pitchers like McAndrew, Gentry, Ryan, and McGraw were looking impressive, the ace of the staff was having his troubles. It had been at best an indifferent spring for Tom Seaver. His worst outing came on March 22, barely two weeks before the opening of the regular season, when he was hit for nine runs in two innings by the White Sox in a game in which the Mets committed nine errors. To complicate matters further, McGraw injured his knee, and the initial forecast was that he might be out for more than a month.

As opening day drew closer, Hodges continued to shuffle his personnel. He was not only looking to determine who would stay and who would be farmed out for further seasoning, he was trying to fit players into particular roles. He was a manager who believed that all twenty-five players on the squad should have a function and that their contribution would be greatest if they knew what that function was and exactly what was expected of them.

On March 26, Hodges moved Wayne Garrett, who had been playing shortstop while Harrelson strengthened his knee, to second base, and the young redhead responded with two home runs. A day later, he tried Jones at first base and moved Rod Gaspar from left to right field. Gaspar, who was not expected to make the team, was hitting .304 in the exhibition season, not far below his .309 average with Memphis in 1968. Both moves worked, each in its own fashion. From the time Jones picked up a first baseman’s mitt, Kranepool had gone 5 for 7. Jones, in turn, hit no matter where he played, and Gaspar continued hot at the plate, compiling a fourteen-game hitting streak by April 1.

The Mets finished their exhibition season with a respectable 14-10 record. When the roster was pared for the final time, it included eighteen players from the 1968 squad, an unusual degree of continuity for the Mets. The pitching, considered to be the backbone of the team at the start of spring training, looked even more auspicious at the end. Despite an indifferent spring, Seaver finished strong, allowing only two hits in eight innings of work against the Cardinals. Koosman, troubled by a sore arm during most of March, pitched five innings the week before opening day and said that his arm felt “perfect.” McAndrew looked as good as he had at the end of the previous season, closing with seven shutout innings against Cincinnati for his fourth winning game of the spring. After giving up only three earned runs in twenty-nine innings, an ERA of 0.93, he was named to start the second game of the season, behind Seaver. Gary Gentry also had pitched his way into the starting rotation.

Nonetheless, some questions remained to be answered. Would Koosman’s arm ailment resurface? Would Harrelson’s knee hold up? Third base remained a problem, with Amos Otis, Ed Charles, Kevin Collins, and Wayne Garrett all to be given a chance there early in the season. In the outfield, center fielder Tommie Agee was coming off the worst season of his career, and right field was as open to competition as third base. Swoboda was considered untrustworthy in the field and was expected to do no more than platoon at the position. Who would the left-handed hitter be? Gaspar would start on opening day, but could he sustain the hitting pace he set in the spring? Shamsky, a proven left-handed batter with occasional power, would not be available for a while. Nursing a back injury, he had been left behind when the Mets broke camp in St. Petersburg. Four days before the start of the season, he was optioned to the Mets’ minor league affiliate in Tidewater to work out and play himself into shape. Shamsky was not happy about it.





“I had a little bit of a problem with that,” Shamsky recalls seventeen years later. “It had been a terrible spring training for me. I had been laid up in a hotel room in St. Petersburg for almost the whole time with an aching back, and then when I felt I was ready to play they decided to send me to Tidewater. Murphy, the general manager, and Hodges called me in and said, ‘You missed all of spring training, you can’t just start the season with the Mets.’ I said, ‘I don’t need spring training to play for this team. I don’t have to pick up a bat all winter and I can play on this team.’ Well, they didn’t appreciate that, but I was thinking, ‘If you can’t play for the Mets, then what are you doing in the big leagues?’

“So the season started out badly for me. I went down to Tidewater, and when I got there Whitey Herzog, who was the farm director, said, ‘What are you doing here?’ My first time at bat, against Syracuse, I think, I hit a grand-slam homer, and I thought, ‘What am I doing here?’ But I was recalled as soon as I came off the disabled list, and from then on it was a good year for me. I hit .300 and I got some big hits, and we became a real good ballclub.”

Shamsky and I are chatting in his tastefully appointed apartment on Manhattan’s East Side, near Sutton Place. It is early morning, and Shamsky is a gracious host. He puts on some fresh coffee, concerned that his brewing machine does not keep the coffee hot enough. He appears to be not very far from his playing shape. He is lean and trim, with movie-star looks, his forty-four years betrayed only by a slight thinning of his hair. He is dressed for work in a conservative business suit, with fitted white shirt and necktie. When the interview is over, he will head for his office at a real estate investment firm, where he works as a consultant.

Shamsky summons up the past as if his major league career were part of a previous life, an eight-year sequence that ended in 1972. Some of his memories of that period glisten with ornaments he will cherish always, but there are other recollections that litter the past like the broken toys of childhood. He was the property of five different teams during his brief career, and Shamsky gives indications of being a sensitive man who is less than casual about being sold and traded at the whims of others. He first came to the big leagues in 1965, with the Cincinnati Reds, a team that was building a wrecking crew that would become known as the Big Red Machine. He had worked his way through the minor league system with Pete Rose and Tony Perez. By 1966, he was playing with some regularity. He hit twenty-one homers for the Reds that season. Then, in 1967, he suffered an injury that required off-season surgery.

“I decided to have the operation in St. Louis, which was my home, instead of Cincinnati,” Shamsky recalls. “I was just out of the hospital and feeling absolutely horrible when I got a call from Bob Howsam, our general manager. In my infinite wisdom, I thought he was calling to see how I was feeling. Before he could say a word, I said, ‘Mr. Howsam, I feel terrific. I just want you to know that I’m looking forward to next year.’ He said, ‘I’m glad you’re feeling well, because we traded you to the New York Mets this morning.’ Now he’s talking to a kid who’s never been traded before, just came out of the hospital, and is feeling horrible. My first reaction was one of shock. But then it came to me: to the Mets! I was leaving a team that had some potential to win, and I was going to the Mets! I wasn’t crazy about New York either. You know, you come to this big city and stay in a big hotel right in the middle of Manhattan, you go out to Shea and thousands of people are screaming at you and you don’t understand what they’re saying because you’re from the Midwest, and you’re going to be playing for a last-place team that had no chance of winning.

“Then Howsam says, ‘Bing Devine will probably call soon to talk to you.’ He was general manager of the Mets at the time. So I get off the phone, and a little later I get a call from Bing Devine. I had met him when I was a youngster growing up in St. Louis and he was with the Cardinals. Now he says, ‘How are you doing? How are you feeling?’ I told him, ‘I’m feeling fine, just in a little bit of shock.’ He says, ‘Let me tell you something. New York is really a great place to play. You’ll love it here.’ Then he goes on for about ten or fifteen minutes telling me how great it is in New York, how great the Mets would be in a few years, how much he enjoys being in New York, and how he looks forward to having me on the Mets, that the Mets need a left-handed power hitter and that I’ll fit right in over there.

“I said, ‘Mr. Devine, I really feel a lot better now. You really made me feel terrific about coming to the Mets, and I want to thank you for your call.’ He said, ‘I’ll call you in a few days and we’ll talk about your contract. But in the meantime, just feel good about being with the Mets.’ I said thank you and hung up. Two days later, I pick up the paper and read that Bing Devine quit the Mets and is going back to St. Louis as general manager. He tells me how great it is to be with the Mets, he makes a deal for me, and then he leaves. I said to myself, ‘What’s going on here? What’s happening to my life?’ But it turned out to be a blessing in disguise.”

After a mediocre 1968 season, Shamsky had the best year of his career in 1969. He batted an even .300, hit fourteen home runs, and drove in forty-seven runs as the left-handed half of the right-field platoon. But it is not so much his personal achievements he recounts in looking back as it is having been part of the Mets’ 1969 phenomenon.

“You could tell that something special was happening that summer,” he says. “You could sense it all around you. I would see these huge crowds of people coming off the elevated trains on Roosevelt Avenue and rushing to the stadium, not wanting to miss the first pitch, as though if they missed even one pitch they would be missing something important. Then, during the playing of the national anthem, I would turn around and there was this awesome crowd, and I would feel a numbness come over me. You knew something special was happening and that you were a part of it. It was not just winning the championship. Not everyone remembers, but that was such a depressing time in America. The Vietnam War was going on. New York had all kinds of problems. For a short period of time, we made people forget about that. We made people feel good, not only in New York but all over America.”

Shamsky recalls the events of that summer with a bittersweet nostalgia. Each thought seems to evoke a resonance of satisfaction, but there appears to be no kindling of joy. He looks off into the distance as if seeing it all unwind on an instant replay. He describes it like a man just wakened from a dream who remembers the details with precision but is not quite able to bring the total reality into focus. It was perhaps the time of his life that glows brightest in memory, yet it is banked against the brooding sense of missed chances. After a 1970 season that was virtually a carbon copy of the one before, it all seemed to come apart for Shamsky. He was injured during most of 1971, played in only sixty-eight games, was traded at the end of the year, and never played another full season. He retired at the age of thirty-one.

“I walked away from the game in 1972,” Shamsky says. “It was a horrible year for me. I got moved three times that year. After the 1971 season, I was traded to St. Louis. Then we got caught up in the players’ strike in the spring of ’72, and the Cardinals released me. I signed with the Cubs for opening day, and in June I was sold to Oakland. I was there for about two months, and then someone got hurt and they didn’t want to make a roster change, so they released me. At that point, I said I had enough of this. I was married at the time and it was creating all kinds of problems for me. It was demoralizing, and I was still having trouble with my back; the next year I said I don’t want to go through this anymore, and I quit.
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