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Preface

I ALWAYS WANTED TO WRITE a book about Shea Stadium, and in the summer of 2012, I finally came up with an angle I thought would work well. I just had to bounce it off my usual baseball focus group—my dad.

That week, the two of us attended the Mets-Phillies game at Citi Field. For this particular game, I purchased tickets for us in Section 125, Row D—five rows off the field, well beyond the infield cutout and down the third-base line. I normally wouldn’t have selected these seats, as I have always agreed with my dad’s philosophy that it’s better to be “up than out,” meaning that we prefer seats higher up in the stadium, but more toward home plate. For whatever reason, that night I chose those seats.

We arrived at the stadium early—as we always do—usually to talk and, more importantly, to eat. I started talking about the idea I had for a book, or a magazine article, or something, involving the Mets, Yankees, Jets, and Giants all sharing Shea Stadium in 1975. My dad loved the idea and encouraged me to pursue it. I explained to him that the only way to really get started was to somehow get in touch with Pete Flynn, who had been the Mets’ head groundskeeper at Shea Stadium and is now retired.

I decided I was going to ask one of the current groundskeepers if they knew how I could get in touch with Flynn. I made my way down toward the field and called out to one of the groundskeepers, who was working on the field before the game. He informed me that I needed to speak with his boss, Bill, who was the head groundskeeper. A few minutes later, Bill Deacon walked over and asked how he could help me. I explained what I wanted and he told me that Pete sometimes was at games, and if I gave him my phone number, he or someone else would pass it along to Pete. I told him that would be great.

Just then, he looked toward the tunnel where the groundskeepers entered the field and gestured for me to turn around. “Right over there,” he said. “Pete, he is right over there,” motioning over my shoulder.

I turned around and there—standing next to the railing of my section—was, in fact, Pete Flynn. I think—or hope—I thanked Bill Deacon. I remember walking toward Flynn, trying to figure out in five seconds how I was going to explain to him who I was, and what I wanted to do. “Mr. Flynn,” I said, as he turned to look at me, “my name is Brett Topel and I am an author who is thinking about writing a book about the 1975 season at Shea.” Pete Flynn glanced away from me, stared toward the infield, and uttered the words that convinced me that I had to write this book. In a quiet, trailing Irish brogue, he said… “Ahh, that season be the death of me.”

I asked him if I could have his contact information and give him a call the next day to talk about the 1975 season. He agreed. I walked back to where my dad was sitting and told him what had transpired. He just laughed. I laughed too, as it was a surreal and unexpected outcome. For that one game, and for this one book, “out” was definitely better than “up.”

•  •  •  •

While I was able to interview Pete Flynn the very next day, it took nearly three more years until the book became a reality. Then, one week after signing a contract to write When Shea Was Home for Skyhorse Publishing, a second surreal moment took place that helped shape my writing journey.

When I was in college, I fell in love with a bunch of songs by a singer named Midge Ure. He had been the lead singer of a band called Ultravox and had written the charity song, Do They Know It’s Christmas?, before releasing a couple of solo albums in the late 1980s and early 1990s. However, few people I know were familiar with Midge Ure.

Then, in February of 2015, I saw that Midge was scheduled to perform an acoustic show at a small Long Island restaurant, not far from my home. I asked my wife if she would like to go and she begrudgingly agreed. After all, it had been more than twenty years since I had forced her to listen to a Midge Ure song and I figured one night wouldn’t kill her. We could celebrate my book deal with a night out.

In all honesty, though, I wasn’t really thinking about the book on the night of the concert; I was really just looking forward to hearing Midge Ure perform. It was a small, crowded restaurant and people were forced to share tables. After finishing our dinner, just as the show was about to start, another couple was directed toward our table. I wasn’t thrilled, but I also wasn’t going to make an issue out of it. Then I heard my wife say, “Oh, my God, look who it is.” It turns out that the people who were seated with us—somehow—were my daughter’s former pre-school teacher, Mrs. Ross, and her husband.

Mrs. Ross introduced me to her husband, Larry, and then said to me, “Hey, you’re really into sports, right?” I nodded. She then uttered the words that would blow me away and change my night—and really, in many ways, my future. “You know, Larry’s first cousin is Marty Appel, who used to work for the Yankees.”

Huh?1

I turned to Larry Ross and said, “Are you serious?” He said, “Absolutely.”

I then went on to tell to him about the book I was writing and how Marty Appel was someone that I had been trying to get in touch with, etc. He could have just nodded and said, “Wow, small world.” Instead, he snapped into superhero mode, took out his phone, and sent an email to Marty, with me cc’d, introducing the two of us. Two days later, I was having a terrific telephone interview with Marty Appel, who could not have been more accommodating.

Meeting Pete Flynn and Larry Ross in the ways that I did were something that I could neither plan nor predict. Yet, they are two of the most significant moments of my journey.

Midge Ure really only had one hit in the United States, which came out in 1988, and was called Dear God. The opening lines were:

Dear God, is there somebody out there?

Is there someone to hear my prayer?

I’m a simple man with simple words to say.



1 Side note: In the days since signing the book deal, I had been making a list of people that I wanted to interview for this book. I already had some contact with former Mets, but I needed someone all-knowing about the Yankees. That’s when I stumbled upon Marty Appel’s outstanding book, Pinstripe Pride. That was the guy!


CHAPTER 1

The Birth of a Crazy Season

AS NEW YORKERS AWOKE ON Monday, December 22, 1975, there was a light, serene snow falling. There was a chill in the air, and by the end of the day just about two inches of precipitation would blanket the New York City metropolitan area. Just days before Christmas, the first measurable snow of the winter provided a thin coating for the infield dirt—and outfield dirt—of the large, horseshoe-shaped stadium set on the edge of Flushing Bay. There was no grass left in the stadium for the snow to cover.

Later that evening, 60 percent of televisions in the United States tuned in to watch the birth of Joey Stivic, the first grandchild of Edith and Archie Bunker, fictionally set at 704 Hauser Street, just a few miles from that big stadium.

One day earlier, on December 21, 1975, Shea Stadium had been hardly packed, with 37,279 fans—less than half of its capacity for football. The New York Jets were playing out the string of a 3-11 campaign with a 31-21 loss to the Super Bowl–bound Dallas Cowboys. The final loss of the season was good enough for the Jets to finish in a tie for last place in the Eastern Division of the American Football Conference.

The loss was much more bitter than bittersweet for the Jets, who watched their blossoming running back, John Riggins, gain more than 100 yards for the fifth consecutive game. His 121 hard-earned yards against Dallas put him over the 1,000-yard mark, as Riggins finished the 1975 season with a total of 1,005 rushing yards. He became the first player in New York Jets history to reach that milestone and was named the team’s Most Valuable Player. He would never play for the Jets again.

Riggins’s rushing accomplishment notwithstanding, to say that Shea Stadium went out with a whimper in 1975 is an understatement—with all due respect to T. S. Eliot.

However, that final game was the final act of eight months of non-stop, wall-to-wall, game-to-game, season-to-season, sport-to-sport action at Shea Stadium.

You see, if you wanted to take in a home game for the New York Mets, or the New York Yankees, or the New York Jets, or the New York Giants that year, then you would need to make the trip to Shea Stadium. That was the one and only stadium open for business in 1975—for more than 175 games, with well over 3.7 million fans, and far too many hot dogs to count. Victories, however—for all four teams—were much harder to come by.

If 1975 wasn’t the most successful season in New York (and it wasn’t), then it was certainly one of the oddest—not just for the events that happened inside the stadium, but also for the events within the city that owned the stadium.

As the baseball season had turned into the football season, the president of the United States was New York City’s archenemy. The infamous October 30 cover of the New York Daily News carried the bold headline: “Ford to City: Drop Dead.” The fact that President Gerald Ford never actually uttered those words is often forgotten. However, the truth was, New York City was in a horrific economic crisis and the nation’s leadership initially had no interest in providing any help. That changed when President Ford announced that he would relent and provide a federal rescue. New York City would indeed survive 1975—much like Shea Stadium would.

•  •  •  •

“We are going to see this through,” New York City mayor Robert Wagner proudly announced on April 12, 1960. “We couldn’t turn back now if we wanted to.”

The original concept of a new stadium being built in Queens dated back as far as 1940. However, by the mid to late 1950s, the goal of building the stadium was to keep the Brooklyn Dodgers in New York. Dodgers owner Walter O’Malley insisted that if he was going to consider keeping his team in New York City, he needed a brand-new stadium in Brooklyn. Urban planner and architect Robert Moses didn’t really seem to care what O’Malley wanted. He offered to build O’Malley’s team a new, modern stadium in Queens—and only in Queens. The Dodgers could take it or leave it. O’Malley left it, and convinced his biggest rival—the crosstown New York Giants baseball club—to follow his team’s lead and move to California following the 1957 season.

Moses was unfazed. He was often unfazed. The man who was obsessed with taking people out of the city and into the suburbs continued on with his plan to have a giant, multi-sport stadium constructed on the site of what had been—and what would once again be—the World’s Fair Grounds in Flushing Meadow Park. Moses was the president of the upcoming 1964 World’s Fair and wanted a centerpiece. According to the 1964 World’s Fair Guide Book, “Long after the Fair is gone, Shea Stadium will remain as the ultimate in modern sports arenas.” Of course, Queens is a borough of New York City and not technically the suburbs. However, it was open land and it was land that Moses was going to paint with his broad brush.

The architectural firm of Praeger-Kavanaugh-Waterbury was selected to design what would become the second stadium in the nation capable of hosting both baseball and football games. However, unlike D.C. Stadium in Washington, Shea would be the first major league stadium to utilize two sets of moveable stands to allow for changes in seating capacity for baseball and football. This was made possible via the use of two motor-operated sections of the seats that moved on underground-railroad tracks. For baseball seating, the seats between first base and home plate and between third base and home plate were able to shift. For football seating, the left-field stands were able to move clockwise to face center field and the right-field stands moved counterclockwise toward center field, creating seats that were parallel to the sidelines.

The design of Shea also marked the first time that a stadium would be built without the use of support beams in between each level of the building, allowing fans superior sight lines.

Moses was confident that it would be a state-of-the-art playing facility, with high-tech advancements such as the first-of-its-kind electronic scoreboard, which would stand a hulking eighty-six feet high by one-hundred-seventy-five feet wide. Moses also wanted to make sure that—unlike Ebbets Field in Brooklyn and the Polo Grounds in Manhattan—there would plenty of large, clean restrooms. In fact, Shea Stadium was designed to include fifty-four public restrooms, twenty-seven for men and twenty-seven for women.

However, what Moses bragged loudest about was that it would be the most accessible stadium the area had ever experienced. That was, at his core, what Moses was all about—building roads and highways and designing suburban infrastructure. His new stadium in Queens would be a perfect fit at the perfect time.

On October 28, 1961, ground was broken.

At Mayor Wagner’s urging and with the backing of other prominent civic leaders, the new stadium—which was originally going to be called Flushing Meadows Stadium—was named for William A. Shea, a New York City–based attorney who was instrumental in bringing National League baseball back to New York in the form of the expansion New York Mets.

“For the christening ceremony, Mr. Shea filled two empty champagne bottles with water—one from the Harlem River, near the old Polo Grounds, and the other from the Gowanus Canal in Brooklyn. Though you could not see the canal from Ebbets Field, he explained, you could always smell it,” David Margolick wrote in the New York Times.

When the Mets held their first-ever Opening Day in April of 1964—after two bitter winters and no less than seventeen labor strikes had delayed its opening—Shea Stadium’s electronic scoreboard spelled out the phrase: “Isn’t this the most beautiful stadium in the world.” As author W. M. Akers wrote, “The message had no question mark, because the city knew the answer had to be yes.”

•  •  •  •

Shea’s metamorphosis into the only game in town truly began when the New York Yankees played their final game of the 1973 season at Yankee Stadium on September 30; fans walked out of the big ballpark in the Bronx carrying seats home with them as souvenirs. The days of charging hundreds and even thousands of dollars for pieces of old stadiums was still more than three decades away. For the Yankees, having fans take those seats just meant that there was less for the organization to have hauled away. The seats that remained in the ballpark were offered to season ticket holders, and then went on sale for $5.75 each at Korvette’s Department Store as part of a promotion with Winston cigarettes. In comparison, when Shea Stadium was torn down in 2008, a pair of seats sold for $869.

Some of the other artifacts from Yankee Stadium were purchased by former players who wanted to always have a piece of the House That Ruth Built. Stan Musial purchased some of the bleacher seats for his restaurant in St. Louis, and former Yankees Whitey Ford and Yogi Berra were among those who purchased some of the box seats for themselves.

Other than the seats, the majority of the innards of Yankee Stadium were sold to a collector by the name of Bert Sugar, who paid the Yankees for the rights to take what he wished. Whatever Sugar didn’t take was simply given to Cleveland’s Cuyahoga Wrecking Company, which sold off to collectors and fans. Some of those items included turnstiles for $100 each and the “In” sign from a men’s bathroom, which was priced at $3.

It was on this final day of the home season in the Bronx—an unremarkable 8-5 victory by the Detroit Tigers over the Yankees—that would put a temporary end to Yankee Stadium. The plan was under way. The Yankees would be spending the 1974 and 1975 seasons sharing Shea with the Mets and Jets—an idea that had been roundly criticized years earlier by M. Donald Grant, the chairman of the Mets board.

“Two baseball clubs have never worked well in the same stadium,” Grant told the New York Times in 1971. “One club always suffers. I don’t think (Yankees President) Michael Burke wants to have his team in Shea Stadium any more than we want ours in Yankee Stadium. Would you like to give a very important party in my house?”

Things changed, however, when New York City purchased Yankee Stadium the following year. New York City Mayor John Lindsay and the Yankees’ new ownership—led by Cleveland-based shipbuilder George Steinbrenner—announced that Yankee Stadium would undergo an extensive two-year renovation. New York City also owned Shea Stadium, which gave the Mets little choice but to allow their American League counterparts from the Bronx to share their turf—literally.

By the start of the 1974 baseball season, the “party” that Grant had poked fun about a few years earlier began. The Mets, Yankees, and Jets all called Shea Stadium home.

“It really, really was surreal and felt more than just a little uncomfortable to my eyes to see the Yankees logo hung over the Mets logo on top of the big scoreboard in right-center field,” said Howie Rose, the foremost authority on Mets’ history, who has been a Mets broadcaster in one capacity or another for nearly thirty years. “That Mets logo was actually the [front] of what was originally a video screen that seemed to work once every five years or so. Obviously, the Yankees had to do something to personalize the ballpark when they were there, and that was really the extent of it. I have to tell you, it was more than a little disconcerting to this Mets fan. The Yankees belonged in the Bronx, the Mets belonged in Queens, and never the ’tween shall meet, except perhaps in the World Series.”

Rose, who was a Queens College student in 1974, was still a year away from getting a job as a staff member for Sports Phone—which gave fans in-progress sports delivered on tape by young and aspiring sportscasters. He was hired as the weekend night announcer on the recommendation of Marv Albert, who knew Rose as the one-time president of his fan club.

[image: images]

The hulking scoreboard in right-center field looked strange with the Yankees logo perched on top. Photo courtesy of Larry Ross

“I was right on that precipice of being a full-time media member, but I wasn’t yet,” Rose said. “So most of the time—because Shea Stadium was so close to where I lived—it was easy for me to get in my car and shoot over there. There were a lot of times where my friends and I went to games there and while obviously the Mets were our priority, if there was a Yankees game and I had a chance to go see it, sure we went. It was fun, but it was different. And I would say it was more than a little uncomfortably different. The Yankees were the Bronx—they didn’t belong there. They looked and felt very out of place.”

For the Mets players themselves, sharing the stadium was not really a big deal.

“I don’t think it really meant anything to us, because we were always on the road when they were playing there,” said Ed Kranepool, who in 1974 was already a twelve-year veteran at the age of twenty-nine. “We never crossed paths. I was a Yankee fan growing up, so it really didn’t make a difference to me. Growing up, there were just the Yankees, Dodgers, and Giants until I graduated high school and went to the Mets.”

The Mets—only one year removed from a World Series appearance—slipped to fifth place with just 71 wins in 1974. One of the few memorable games of the year was a 25-inning loss to the St. Louis Cardinals. Following a terrific 1973 season during which he led his team to the pennant, ace Tom Seaver managed just twelve victories and twelve losses in ’74. The Mets, led by manager Yogi Berra, ranked at the bottom, or near the bottom, of almost every offensive category. As a team, the Mets had a batting average of just .235—second to last in the National League. Only the San Diego Padres, who lost more than 100 games in 1974, had a lower average than the Mets.

The cross-stadium rival Yankees, on the other hand, seemed to acclimate well to their new surroundings. It was the first time that the Yankees had played their home games outside of Yankee Stadium since 1922, and they played very well, finishing the 1974 campaign with eighty-nine victories. Setting up shop in the New York Jets clubhouse, the Yankees made a run at the division, finishing just two games behind the American League East Champion Boston Red Sox. They had several promising young players and a new manager in Bill Virdon. However, their highest-paid player was less than enthusiastic about his new home.

Bobby Murcer—coming off of a 22-home run campaign at Yankee Stadium in 1973—struggled mightily at Shea Stadium. The right-field fence was nearly 40 feet deeper at Shea than it was at Yankee Stadium and Murcer didn’t hit a single home run at home in 1974 until September 21. He finished the season with just one other homer at Shea and only ten in total for the season. He was traded to the San Francisco Giants a month later.

“Bobby Murcer did not like playing at Shea at all,” said Marty Appel, who in 1974 was the public relations director of the Yankees. “He didn’t play well there, so it was easy to blame the ballpark, but he really had a big drop off in terms of power numbers.”

“He would always complain about how hard it was to play at Shea Stadium with the wind, etcetera,” said Kranepool, who was close friends with Murcer. “The fact that the ball didn’t carry to right field really hurt him. That ballpark was just not conducive to his game.”

By the end of 1974, after falling just short of a division crown, the Yankees’ young ownership was ready to make a big move. As the sport would soon learn, when George Steinbrenner went fishing for a top player, he got a top player. Following the 1974 campaign, Steinbrenner didn’t want just another top player, though. He wanted the top player—no matter what stadium his team was playing in. The result—he caught the biggest Catfish of all.

•  •  •  •

When the baseball season finally came to an end, the 1974 New York Jets took center stage at Shea Stadium. After starting the season at 1-7, the Jets won their final six games of the season to finish with an uplifting 7-7 record.

Joe Namath threw twenty touchdown passes and twenty-two interceptions for the Jets in 1974. Still, it was the first time that Broadway Joe had played a full season since walking out of the Orange Bowl, waving his index finger in the air signifying that he and his Jets were the number-one team in the world. The 1974 Jets season was hardly comparable to the 1969 Super Bowl year, but for Namath things appeared to be moving in the right direction. During the six-game, season-capping winning streak, he threw for eleven touchdowns and only five interceptions. It appeared that the Jets might be on the cusp of something positive.

That feeling would not last long, but at least at the close of 1974 the Jets and their fans had something to cheer about. More than 61,000 fans were on hand to watch the Jets defeat the playoff-bound Buffalo Bills, 20-10, on December 8. That game closed Shea Stadium for the winter.

The 1974 baseball and football seasons at Shea had started and ended with three teams instead of the usual two, and the building and the field seemed no worse for wear.

While Shea was as busy as can be in 1974, an Ivy League stadium just about seventy miles north of Flushing was moving at a much different pace. The New York Giants—playing in New Haven, Connecticut, at the Yale Bowl—were finishing up a 2-12 season, winning exactly zero games at “home.” In fact, during the 1973 and 1974 seasons combined, the Giants went just 1-11 in the home of the Yale Bulldogs. The Bulldogs, incidentally, won eight of their nine games that season.

Playing in Connecticut was not part of the Giants’ master plan. In 1971, team owner Wellington Mara had announced that for a number of reasons, the team was going to leave Yankee Stadium—their home field since 1956. The Giants’ new stadium would be across the Hudson River, in East Rutherford, New Jersey.

“It was a very controversial decision and I remember (my father) faced enormous public criticism for moving out of New York and into New Jersey. The reality was, the Meadowlands was the same distance from Times Square as Yankees Stadium was,” said Giants co-owner John Mara. “We had grown tired of being second-class citizens in Yankee Stadium and having to schedule our games around the baseball season. It became increasingly apparent that we weren’t going to be able to stay there and that they were going to be renovating the stadium at some point, which was going to end up cutting the capacity, which was a huge problem for us. We were selling out every game and the thought of capacity being reduced was not received very positively.”

“More importantly than that, we started to see around that time the construction of football-only stadiums and that was something that we desperately wanted to have for our own. New Jersey came along and made a proposal and we announced in 1971 that we were going to move to New Jersey. I remember (my father) getting criticized aggressively. It was a tough period from that point of view.”

By the time the 1974 season came to an end, it seemed very clear that 1976 would most likely be the soonest that the Giants’ new stadium in New Jersey would be ready. However, when the Giants were in the market for an interim home in 1973, Wellington Mara made his opinion very clear when he was asked about the possibility of Big Blue playing in Big Shea.

“We’ve made some provisions for alternate playing sites, but Shea Stadium isn’t one of them,” Wellington Mara told the New York Times. “It’s a physical impossibility.”

Unfortunately for the Giants, their regular-season experience in Connecticut was dreadful.

“We won one game in our time at the Yale Bowl, so it was definitely not a happy period of time for us,” John Mara said.

In fact, after winning just one of their twelve home games at the Yale Bowl, Wellington Mara’s attitude about Queens had changed—markedly. In January of 1974, newly elected New York City Mayor Abraham Beame extended a personal invitation to Wellington Mara and the Giants to join the Mets, Yankees, and Jets at Shea Stadium. What once was a “physical impossibility” now was the Giants’ very best option for 1975.

“Our players have never accepted (the Yale Bowl) as a home field,” he told the New York Times following the 1974 season. “If a group of athletes think it’s bad, then we’re at a competitive disadvantage.… I always felt that two football teams couldn’t exist at Shea Stadium, but the positive of playing close to home outweighs the negative.”

The move to Shea was more out of necessity for the Giants, but the current owner of the team also concedes that his father’s decision to return to New York City for that one season might have been a small peace offering to the fans.

“We jumped at the chance to go to Shea Stadium in 1975,” John Mara said. “It was really more convenient for our ticket holders to be playing in New York rather than in New Haven, but I think it was partially an olive branch to the New York fans, as well.”

Whatever the reason, the decision was well received by the fans—and the New York Giants players.

“It sounds beautiful,” Giants safety and ten-year veteran Spider Lockhart told the press after hearing the news that his team would be playing their home games at Shea. “The fact that you’re playing in New York is what you’re supposed to be doing. I like the idea.”

Not everyone was as excited as the Giants players, however.

Following the announcement that the Giants would be joining the Jets at Shea to share the NFL campaign, Jets president and part-owner Philip H. Iselin penned a scathing column in the New York Times lamenting what the 1975 season would be like. Iselin was adamant that New York City needed its own football stadium and that no version of a multi-sport stadium would be acceptable.

“The temporary addition of the Giants into Shea Stadium, already overcrowded with our Jets and the baseball Mets and Yankees, simply emphasizes the fact that New York, the great city of the Western World, never has had a football stadium of professional standards,” he wrote. “Through the years, all football teams that have played here have been victims of a peculiar priority that has made them orphans. We are unwanted waifs with no contractual advantages in our basic operations. We have back-door status that generally makes it impossible for us to play a home game until the season is nearly one-third over. Comparably, can you imagine the furor that would develop if the Mets or Yankees could not play a home game until sometime around Memorial Day? This is totally unfair.”
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