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To Oliver and Lily





Foreword: 
Here’s to You, Mrs. Payson

More than a generation after I’d last seen her, I learned my favorite teacher had recently passed away. Her name was Mrs. Cuneo. She taught English to ninth graders and taught this ninth grader who liked to write to think of himself as a writer. When I received the sad phone call telling me of her passing, I learned one more thing: Mrs. Cuneo had a first name. I suppose she always did, but I never needed to know it. She was Mrs. Cuneo in junior high and she is Mrs. Cuneo to me forever more.

I invoke the warm and wonderful Mrs. Cuneo here as a conduit to recall the warm and wonderful Mrs. Payson. Mrs. Payson’s first name I knew. It was right there in the New York Mets’ 1972 official yearbook, atop the DIRECTORS & OFFICIALS page. “Mrs. Joan W. Payson (President),” she was captioned in the first Mets yearbook to grace what Bob Murphy termed my baseball library. Hers was the only one among the nine executive headshots whose image was presented with an honorific, the only one whose honorific wouldn’t have been “Mr.”—and the only person pictured who wore a stylish hat.

Mrs. Payson had another title the yearbook didn’t mention. She was the owner of the team. It would be brought up now and then in the papers or during broadcasts. Mrs. Payson, owner of the Mets... Nobody seemed to refer to her as just “Payson,” which would have been too cold and, in the gender norms of the day, considered discourteous. Nobody seemed to call her just “Joan,” which likely would have sounded too familiar. As a kid absorbing all the Mets information I could, it was enough to know that my team was in the hands of Mrs. Payson, the nice lady with the hat. Besides, Mrs. Payson didn’t buy a ballclub to grab attention for herself. When she agreed to take the title of president, she secured a promise from her fellow directors and officials: they couldn’t make her make any speeches.

It didn’t much occur to me in my elementary school years, when I was serving the de facto apprenticeship that led to my lifelong Mets fandom, to wonder how Mrs. Payson came to own my favorite baseball team or, really, how exactly my favorite baseball team came to be. There was something said around the time I received that yearbook, however, that clued me in a bit. The Mets had traded for Willie Mays which, even at the age of nine, knocked me off my proverbial feet. Willie Mays had been the greatest player in baseball for a long time, going back to his debut with the then New York Giants in 1951. What was he suddenly doing one fine May day switching uniforms, taking off the one that said “Giants” and slipping on the one that said “Mets”?

Well, the story went, Mrs. Payson wanted him among us. As Mays biographer James Hirsch put it, she “loved horses, fine paintings, and miniature antique furniture. And she loved Willie Mays.” Mrs. Payson was the owner of the Mets because she used to own a small stake in the Giants when they and Mays were based in New York. “I was brought up on the Giants,” she explained. Mrs. Payson provided the seed money for the franchise that became known as the Mets because there were no longer any Giants nearby for her to cheer. National League fans like her—whether they loved the Giants or were partial to the Dodgers—had been left high, dry, and lonely. Most New Yorkers deprived of their senior circuit sweethearts after 1957 could only mope and ignore the Yankees. Mrs. Payson could fund an entirely new New York National League baseball team.

That’s what the nice lady with the hat did. Mrs. Payson had the means. She was wealthy, and what was the point of being a big fan with resources if she couldn’t fill a gaping hole in the heart of summertime? In 1962, that meant bankrolling this lovable if losing-prone expansion outfit called the Metropolitans. In 1972, that meant bringing Mays home when he finally became available toward the end of his brilliant career. For fourteen seasons as club owner, Mrs. Payson wanted to make us happy. Lest it be seen as solely an act of selfless generosity, she also wanted to have a ballclub to experience alongside us.

She maintained the best seats in the house, a first-base box at Shea adjacent to the Mets dugout. It’s hard to imagine anyone would begrudge the native New Yorker her view or proximity. When she attended games, she kept score. When she traveled, she kept up. As befitting a true fan, she had her sensible superstitions and her understandable excesses. In the first season there were Mets, as she visited Europe, she asked to be telegraphed results whenever the Mets played. Deluged by bad baseball news from home, she amended the request so that she be contacted only when the Mets won. Telegrams thus ceased being sent. In 1969, when pennant-race excitement transcended whatever Western Union could deliver, she paid a reported $10,000 to a local TV station so they would pick up and air for her enjoyment a couple of handfuls of Mets games from Channel 9 down in New York while she vacationed in Maine. You might say that in addition to founding the Mets, Mrs. Payson invented on-demand viewing.

Mostly the lady who inherited a fortune and put it to Amazin’ use kept clear of the spotlight. Had she lived a little longer, it would have been fascinating to see Mrs. Payson embrace free agency, a revolution she missed by a couple of offseasons. As it was, she tried to purchase Willie Mays’s contract when the Mets were fresh and Mays was in his prime, inquiring of her old business partner Horace Stoneham if he might accept, say, a million dollars for the center fielder’s services. A million dollars was real money circa 1962.

The Giants weren’t about to say yes. But a decade later, Stoneham needed whatever cash he could get in San Francisco—and wanted Willie in a locale where he could be properly compensated, not to mention lavished with love. For far less than a million bucks (plus minor-league pitcher Charlie Williams), he sent his superstar to Shea Stadium, by then as close as one could spiritually get to the Polo Grounds. Mays was forty-one in ’72, but Mrs. Payson had finally gotten the Mets her man. Sentimental New Yorkers everywhere reached for their handkerchiefs.

If Mrs. Payson could have bought Mets fans a championship, she would have. You couldn’t do that back then. It’s up for debate whether you can effectively do that now. But she tried within the limits of her times. After seven years of chronic losing, the Mets transformed into winners the old-fashioned way. They scouted for amateurs. They traded for professionals. They waited patiently until the players they gathered made fans like Mrs. Payson wait no longer. In the inimitable 1969 assessment of Mrs. Payson’s first manager, Casey Stengel, the Mets came on slow, but fast.

“Why do people fuss over me?” she asked during the first World Series she and Shea hosted. “I’m not important.” No, the lady who made the Mets possible didn’t customarily take bows, yet she was given her props by those who understood who was at the root of the miracle taking place before their disbelieving eyes. On the September night the Mets moved into first place for the very first time in their eight-year existence, the Daily News reported Mrs. Payson’s fellow fans nudged her out of her first-row seat for something approximating a bashful curtain call. The paper praised “quite possibly the happiest girl in the world today, bless her” on its editorial page a couple of days later, thanking her for the “steadfastness” that allowed the Mets to persevere from 120 losses in ’62 to the top of their division all of a sudden. Even the infamous curmudgeonly columnist Dick Young saw fit to acknowledge Mrs. Payson as the “cherished sportswoman who thinks only of the people of New York.”

When the miracle of miracles was complete and Commissioner Bowie Kuhn appeared in the Mets clubhouse to bestow the World Series trophy on the winners, Mrs. Payson stood in front of NBC’s cameras only long enough to graciously accept congratulations. Her sole audible remarks were to Gil Hodges, advising her jubilant skipper to be careful not to stumble on the temporary platform. Having said her piece, she exited the televised portion of the celebration, leaving the glory—and the business end of Lindsey Nelson’s microphone—to others. She still appeared as happy as any girl or boy in the world, but she also still wasn’t seeking out any speaking opportunities.

Barely six years later, on October 4, 1975, Mrs. Payson would be gone at the age of seventy-two. Only a couple of weeks earlier, her name appeared in the Sporting News for the last time in life. Among the notes separated by ellipses in Jack Lang’s weekly coverage was this bit of what the Bible of Baseball labeled Gotham Gossip:

“Sterling silver baby cups from Tiffany’s were sent by Mrs. Joan Payson to Bob Apodaca, Jon Matlack and Randy Tate, all of whom became daddies within the last year.”

If it wasn’t an earth-shattering bulletin, it was reassuring. Such gestures were standard when Mrs. Payson was around. The Mets weren’t returning to the World Series, but they were still family. Mrs. Payson nurtured an operation where “bring your kiddies/bring your wife” encompassed resonance beyond a Jane Jarvis–scored singalong. Whether trinkets from Tiffany’s won the Mets any additional Commissioner’s Trophies didn’t matter. It felt good knowing you rooted for that kind of ballclub, that kind of ballclub president, that kind of lady in the hat.

When Brett Topel told me he saw no point in carving out a Mount Rushmore for a quartet of New York Mets owners because there was only one New York Mets owner worthy of hypothetically sculpting into outsize legend, I agreed with his savvy survey of the historical topography. The cellar-destined Mets didn’t get very much right in 1962, but they surely started with the right woman in the right place.

—Greg W. Prince 
February, 2021





Preface

It can all start so innocently—doubling down the left-field line at Shea; striking out an opponent in the Astrodome; or pitching 5 ⅓ solid innings only to earn a no-decision against Pittsburgh. The fact is that every iconic Mets career has started as ordinarily as those of the more than 1,100 players who have pulled on the blue and orange. But it takes time to establish greatness. It is only after compiling a body of work and a career of excellence that a player’s true stature can be reflected upon. That even goes for the most iconic player in Mets history, who happened to author those solid 5 ⅓ against the Pittsburgh Pirates in his 1967 debut.

“Remember, when Tom Seaver came up it wasn’t as though he had been rising through the Mets’ farm system,” said Howie Rose, the voice of the Mets—both radio and broadcast—for more than twenty-five years. “In 1966, there wasn’t a whole lot of dialogue—at least that reached my twelve-year-old ears—that said, ‘wait until next year when this kid Seaver gets here.’ He certainly didn’t sneak up on anybody, but it wasn’t as if there was this great anticipation building all through the winter. It takes a lot longer, in hindsight, for the credentials that he dropped on the table on day one to be validated where they ultimately were all those years later.”

While Seaver is about as special a player as a franchise will ever have—after all, his nickname is “The Franchise”—the Mets have had more than their share of iconic players throughout the years. In fact, many of those players may even be worthy of having their faces carved on a mountainside in South Dakota—or at least in Flushing, Queens. Well, perhaps that needs some context.

Mount Rushmore, located in the Black Hills of Keystone, South Dakota, is one of the best-known landmarks in the United States. The face of the mountain features 60-foot heads of presidents George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Theodore Roosevelt, and Abraham Lincoln—depicting four of the greatest men our country has ever known.

In recent years, it has become fashionable for sports fans to select the Mount Rushmore for their favorite franchise. For some franchises—which have been around for a hundred-plus years—it can be a daunting task. For example, how is it possible for players such as Yogi Berra, Whitey Ford, and Derek Jeter to not even be considered worthy of the Yankees Mount Rushmore? Well, it’s not that hard to understand when the side of your mountain includes the faces of Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Mickey Mantle, and Joe DiMaggio. Which one of them would you kick off?

Even for younger franchises, such as the Mets, picking a Mount Rushmore can be a challenge. It was suggested more than once that perhaps the best version of a Mets Mount Rushmore would be four different depictions of Tom Seaver’s likeness. Not a terrible idea, but the truth is that there are more greats worthy of the honor. However, the ultimate challenge often comes because fans always seem to favor players from their era, leading older and younger fans to differ on who belongs carved on that fictional mountain in Queens . . . a plate that, in reality, has no mountains.

In 2015, Major League Baseball announced its decision for each team’s Mount Rushmore—recognizing the four greatest, most iconic players for each franchise. For the Mets, voters chose the aforementioned Seaver, Keith Hernandez, Mike Piazza, and David Wright. However, who has the right to definitively say that those are the only four players worthy of such an honor? Did MLB get it right? Not a soul would argue Seaver belongs there but, the fact is, he delivered his last pitch as a Met in 1983—and more than a generation of fans have only heard stories of his legendary career. What about guys like Jerry Koosman, Ed Kranepool, Dwight Gooden, Darryl Strawberry, Edgardo Alfonzo, Jose Reyes, or even Jacob deGrom?

What would be a more appropriate—and more interesting challenge—is to select the Mets Mount Rushmore by decade. The Metropolitans, after all, have appeared in the World Series in every decade of their existence with the exception of the 1990s—winning the championship in 1969 and 1986, and losing in the Fall Classic in 1973, 2000, and 2015. Along the way, the Orange and Blue have had many great players, and there is not a single decade where there cannot be at least some debate over who should make it onto the Mount Rushmore of that ten-year period.

Of course, Mount Rushmore of the New York Mets wouldn’t be complete without the four best managers in team history, as well as some of the potential candidates from each decade that the team let get away, as well as those can’t-miss prospects that . . . well . . . missed.

* * *

No book on a team’s history can be written—or at least written well—without first-hand accounts, interviews, research, hours of going through old newspapers, magazines, books, etc. This project is no different. One name that pops up quite often is a man by the name of Joseph Durso. Durso plays an important role in this book, and is without a doubt on the Mount Rushmore of New York’s iconic sportswriters, spending his career covering the Mets and Yankees for the New York Times, from 1950 until his retirement in 2001. Along the way he authored several books, and was a visiting professor of journalism at Columbia University.

Durso often wrote the column, “Sports of the Times,” which was also penned by such literary heavyweights as Robert Lipsyte, Arthur Daley, Red Smith, and Ira Berkow. Durso, however, took a back seat to none of those sportswriting legends. He always told his story in a clear, concise way—and always had energetic, lively quotes to bring those stories to life. Many of those quotes are used in this book. For me, I’m sure no one’s surprise, the writing is as important as the subject matter—possibly more so. Joseph Durso knew how to tell a story, and his vivid details brought even the most ordinary baseball stories to life with verve. In fact, they still do.

* * *

So here we go! There is no need to travel the 1,735.1 miles from Citi Field to view the actual Mount Rushmore. Instead, the following pages will give you the Mets fix you need. There is no need to compare Kranepool to Pete Alonso, Jon Matlack to Franco, or even Gary Carter to Piazza. Still, take in all of the facts, the statistics, and the comments from the players themselves and then let the virtual carving—and arguing—begin.

For the record, on that day Seaver made his firstcareer start, Chuck Estrada got the win—his only victory of the 1967 season (and as a member of the Mets, for that matter). In fact, Estrada would win only 50 games during his entire seven-year career. The kid no one saw coming in 1966 went on, as all Mets fans know, to earn 311 wins and establish himself as one of the greatest pitchers the game has ever seen.





1960s: 
Krane, Kooz, Cleon, and—of course—“The Franchise”

When Hall of Famer Hank Greenberg paid a visit his former high school in 1962—James Monroe High in the Bronx—he wasn’t just stopping by for a friendly visit. Instead, the two-time American League Most Valuable Player who had compiled 331 home runs and drove in as many as 184 runs in a single season, had a plan. Greenberg, who was now working as the vice president for the Chicago White Sox, was coming back to the Bronx to lure the boy who had broken his storied home run record at the school.

“Well, I was a Yankees fan growing up so Hank Greenberg playing in Detroit never really meant that much to me,” Ed Kranepool said. “His name was always mentioned as being one of the stars at James Monroe High School. I was aware that he had the record for home runs and that was the one record I was going for. I met Hank in 1962 just before I signed with the Mets. He was looking to sign me to a contract after I graduated, but obviously I signed with the Mets. Those were good days back in the Bronx.”

It turned out that Greenberg’s Hall of Fame credentials did not translate in the Bronx enough to sway Ethel Kranepool, or her son for that matter. The fact is, when Mets vice president Johnny Murphy and scout Bubber Jonnard walked into the Kranepool household at 847 Castle Hill Avenue on June 27, 1962, they had no intention of failing in their mission.

“When they came to the house, they weren’t leaving without me signing,” Kranepool said. “The Mets were great to me. They followed my career in high school and were at all the games and were very good to me and my mother. They wanted to sign me as a New York product and they were always there. We had a really good relationship with them and they made sure they were around when I graduated and made sure they saw me the next day. But I couldn’t sign because I was only seventeen so my mother had to sign the contract for me.”

Ethel Kranepool, it turned out, was the best agent that her son could have hoped for, as no one else could have done a better job looking after the teenager’s best interests. All twenty major league teams inquired about Kranepool, whose deal with the Mets ended up being worth $75,000. However, it was never about the money for the Kranepools.

“I always knew he would be a player,” Ethel Kranepool said at the time she signed her son’s contract (as he was still a minor). “I think the Mets offered Ed the best opportunity to get to the big leagues. There was a warmth about them. I have the utmost confidence in him.”

Three days later, Kranepool proved that his mother was right about the Mets providing the best chance to get her son to the majors, as he was in the dugout in Los Angeles just in time to watch Sandy Koufax no-hit his new team. But after one week riding the pine and not making an appearance, Kranepool was sent down to Triple-A Syracuse. Why was Kranepool sent down? Mets manager Casey Stengel was quick with the answer: “He’s only seventeen and he runs like he’s thirty,” the “Old Perfessor” was quoted as saying. Stengel, it should be noted, was seventy-one at the time and had already been managing for a decade before Kranepool was even born.

After bouncing around the minors for a few months, he was called up in September to make his major league debut, and appeared in three games at the end of the 1962 season. He remained with the Mets through the 1979 season.

“You really don’t know what pressure is at that point,” said Kranepool, who appeared in his first game as a defensive replacement for his future manager, Gil Hodges. “You want to get to the major leagues because that’s the goal of every young player, but you don’t realize that physically and mentally the game is different from what you played in high school. It makes it very difficult to do that.”

Kranepool would get his first big-league hit in his second game—a double down the left-field line at the Polo Grounds. Ironically, decades later, another future Mets star would also get his first career hit in the second game of his career, when David Wright laced a double—also down the left-field line.

Things were difficult early on for Kranepool, particularly off the field thanks in no small part to the Mets’ poor organizational philosophy. Making the decision to go with grizzled, big-name veterans in their inaugural season ended up hurting the team on the field. An allotment of past-their-prime All-Stars led the Mets to 120 losses, and led Kranepool to many lonely days off of it.

“It changed my whole thinking process because I never had fun on the road—I had no one to hang out with,” Kranepool said. “My first roommate in baseball was Frank Thomas who was thirty-five at the time and we really had nothing in common.”

The disparity of age on the Mets roster also led to some comical disciplinary moments for Kranepool and some of his teammates. In the early 1960s, according to Krane, the Mets finally “saw the light” and started to bring in some good young players such as Tug McGraw and Ron Swoboda. During a road trip to Los Angeles, several of the Mets were reprimanded publicly and fined for missing curfew. Drinking? Carousing? Out late at who knows where, with God knows who? Not exactly.

“One funny story is that a bunch of guys got fined for staying out late and drinking and missing curfew, and then Wes Westrum, who followed Casey Stengel as the Mets’ manager, called out me and Tug and Swoboda because we had spent the entire day at Disneyland,” Kranepool recalled with a hearty chuckle. “The guys were all laughing at us and the press had some fun with that.”

Kranepool, however, was quick to note that when it came to being on the field, he was extremely fortunate to have one of those big-name veterans—former Brooklyn Dodgers star Gil Hodges—as a mentor in his rookie season.

“Gil really took me under his wing in 1962 and taught me the fundamentals at first base and how to properly play the game, so from a baseball standpoint I had a really good foundation,” Kranepool remembered.”

As Kranepool got older, and better, the Mets also improved. By 1967, Tom Seaver and Jerry Koosman had arrived and in 1968 the team hired Kranepool’s rookie mentor, Gil Hodges, to be their manager.

“It was great to see Gil come back because I had a relationship with him,” Kranepool said. “I think we would have won more championships if Gil hadn’t passed away because he was the type of man who could lead a ballclub and we really missed him.

In his storied 18-year career with the Mets, the only major-league team he ever suited up for, Kranepool played in 1,853 games, compiled 1,418 hits with a .261 batting average while swatting 118 home runs. His contributions to the team, however, always went well beyond his statistics. He was an “Original Met,” which both helped and hurt him throughout his career, as he explained.

“I probably should have had a better career, but I was force-fed to the major leagues when I was seventeen. I wasn’t equipped to handle it physically or mentally,” Kranepool said. “I always wanted to play, I always did the best I could, and I eventually caught up with the league and became a really good hitter. Unfortunately, when you are around too long in the same place they bring other guys up to give them opportunities. I should have had four or five really good years after I hit .323 in 1975—I should have been playing every day at that point but all of a sudden they are starting to retire you. The game had changed.”

Kranepool’s contributions to the Mets make him a no-brainer to be one of the four members of the Mets Mount Rushmore for the 1960s. He was a key member of the 1969 championship team, hitting a home run in their Game Three victory over the Baltimore Orioles. He also made a very nice running catch on a foul pop while playing first base, just before reaching the steps of the Mets dugout.

Kranepool’s legacy lives on in the Mets record book decades after leaving the game. He ranks number one in all-time games played for the franchise with 1,853—a mark that is not likely to be approached. While his longevity has helped keep him in the top ten of many offensive categories, it is talent that has allowed him to remain to this day as second all-time in singles (1,050), third in total bases (2,047), third in hits (1,418), and fifth in RBIs (614).

In later years, not included in his “candidacy” for being on the Mets Mount Rushmore, Kranepool became one of the greatest pinch-hitters the game has ever seen—albeit begrudgingly.

“I developed into one of the best pinch-hitters in baseball over a four- or five-year period, but I didn’t want to be doing that—I wanted to be playing every day and I should have been,” Kranepool said. “When I went to the plate I was serious about what I was doing, whether I was playing every day or pinch-hitting.”

* * *

Heading into the 1967 season, Kranepool had experienced more losing than any young ballplayer should ever have to endure. From 1962 through 1966, the Mets had “earned” a record of 260 wins and 547 losses. However, in 1967, things started to turn around. Tom Seaver had arrived and took the majors by storm. There was also a young lefty who didn’t burst on the scene, but kind of snuck in the side door. Jerry Koosman went 0–2 in 1967, appearing in just nine total games. So how is it possible that a player who only pitches in two full seasons of a specific decade can rank as one of the top four Mets of the 1960s? Well, it’s really only possible if that player’s last name is Koosman.

“I would say this with full confidence, Koosman is the best money pitcher that they ever had,” said Howie Rose, the radio voice of the Mets. “If you look at some of the big games that he won—he won two games in the World Series in 1969 and another one in 1973 to put them up three games to two—he won big games down the stretch when they needed him . . . he was THE money guy in the history of the Mets.”

That is a sentiment that was felt in the Mets dugout, as well.

“The one guy I wanted on the mound in a big ballgame was Jerry Koosman because he was the best competitor,” Kranepool said. “I knew that if there was anything going on where the other team was trying to get aggressive with our hitters, Jerry would back you. He was an intimidator.”

From the moment Koosman stepped onto the mound in 1968, he had a quiet confidence about himself. He had won 14 games and struck out 232 batters in the minors in 1967, proving he was ready for “The Show.”

“You never know how you are going to do against a higher league,” Koosman said. “So when you get there, you know you have to go hard and you are facing the best. To come out successfully was a feather in your cap and gives you a lot of confidence to go, ‘Hey, maybe I do belong here and can play here.’”

Koosman proved that early and often for the Mets in 1968, going on to compile a 19–12 record with an impressive 2.08 ERA. He would be named to his first All-Star Game and finished second in Rookie of the Year voting . . . to future Hall of Famer Johnny Bench. Koosman is quick to explain how having him and Seaver come up virtually at the same time, and able to push each other competitively, meant a lot to his progress.

“We were both young and we came up together. We weren’t learning off each other then, but instead were looking to the older guys,” said Koosman. “We were certainly good friends and had a wonderful relationship as starters. We fed off of each other even though he was right-handed and I was left-handed and we couldn’t pitch all the hitters the same way. But there were certainly some hitters that we knew we could. We shared that knowledge. … We had individual competitions, too, which was really a fun time. When you have a lot of confidence and you have good stuff, you can go out there and rather than just try to win, you can have fun in different ways.”

Koosman’s journey to the majors was a rather unorthodox one. In 1962, the twenty year old enlisted in the United States Army. He was on the baseball team at Fort Bliss in Texas and happened to have a catcher whose father was an usher at the Polo Grounds—the home of the first-year professional baseball team, the New York Mets. Koosman’s batterymate—and fellow soldier—told his father how great a pitcher Koosman was. As Joseph Durso wrote in the New York Times in 1967, “The G.I. touted Koosman to his father, who touted him to the Mets, who touted him to their scout in the Southwest. Now, Koosman is here bucking the old pros, too.”

Of course, after Koosman’s momentous rookie campaign came 1969, which no one saw coming.

“In 1968 we finished ninth so we had no idea that we were going to win the next year,” Koosman said. “We didn’t know what we had to do except play hard and we got going and had a great manager and we found out what it took to win.”

During the 1969 regular season, Koosman compiled 17 wins against only nine losses, while striking out 180 batters. In any other season—and 1969 was unlike any other season—Koosman’s year would have been remembered as a great one. However, that just happened to be the season that his teammate, Tom Seaver, had one of the most incredible seasons in baseball history. Still, Koosman understood his role and never had anything to apologize for—especially during a season where so many amazing things were happening for everyone associated with the ballclub in Queens.

“There are too many memories to talk about. Winning in 1969 created a lot of closeness with everyone on the team and with the fans and everybody that worked at Shea Stadium,” Koosman said. “It was really like a big family after that. We just looked forward to coming to the ballpark and seeing our fans every night. You just fell into a good routine, it was fun, and very comfortable playing in New York.”

Perhaps the most amazing thing the duo of Seaver and Koosman accomplished that regular season—before the pair ever appeared in a single postseason game—was combining for 34 complete games. Granted it was a different time and the specialized relief pitchers did not yet exist, but in 2018 there were a combined 42 complete games in all of baseball. There were just 45 in 2019, and no pitcher had more than three.

“I guess, looking back, that does seem quite remarkable,” Koosman told Bill Madden of the New York Daily News in 2019. “It was a different time. We didn’t have pitch counts. We didn’t lift weights or take any supplements. But I grew up on a farm and had a strong body. I just got used to throwing 130 pitches a game, and I hated coming out of games. I’ll say this, too: The ball is much livelier today. You can’t relate today’s game to ’69 and you can’t compare stats. It’s been doctored with. It’s like golf. Guys are hitting the ball so much farther because the equipment’s changed.”

Following the 1969 season—and the ticker-tape parade celebrating the most unlikely of championships—Koosman and a group of his teammates—including Kranepool, Seaver, Tommie Agee, Donn Clendenon, Art Shamsky, and Cleon Jones—embarked on a trip to Las Vegas to do a seventeen-day series of concerts at Caesar’s Palace . . . as singers. Yes, that is correct. The group went on stage each night to perform a series of songs, including “You Gotta Have Heart.”

“Their price for two weeks of entertaining has been reported at $100,000,” Joseph Durso wrote in the New York Times. When asked if they would return for more singing engagements following the initial trip, they decided to pass. “We wanted to get back to our day jobs,” Kranepool told reporters with a laugh.

* * *

While baseball fans today may find it impossible to understand, when Kranepool made that passing comment about getting back to their day jobs, he wasn’t necessarily talking about playing baseball. The fact was, during the offseason following their victory in the World Series, nearly all of the Mets had jobs to supplement their income. Kranepool, for instance, signed with the Mets at seventeen and became a licensed stockbroker at twenty-one. In 1966, he spoke to Times about the juxtaposition of his two roles. “There is an element of risk in both situations,” Kranepool said. “The important thing is to eliminate slumps. We must analyze the reasons for the decline, and then restore confidence.” Mission accomplished in 1969, as Kranepool and his teammates each received close to $20,000 as a postseason bonus to play within the market.
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