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  FOREWORD




  I felt the excitement and energy from day one when I walked into Shea Stadium in 1965. Back then, you had these rickety old ballparks, and it stood out as one of the first huge multi-purpose stadiums. I was in awe right from the beginning. And even though this year marks the opening of Citi Field for the New York Mets, Shea will endure in our memories and remain a part of the miracle and lore of 1969. Now when teams rise out of nowhere and win they get compared to “the Amazin’ Mets”—the first New York team to experience such a miraculous transformation.




  Many things contributed to our unbelievable season in 1969—homerun hitters, strong pitching, a different level of bonding among the players. But the real magic of the 1969 Mets had a lot to do with Gil Hodges. We were barely out of last place in 1968 when Hodges arrived. We did acquire some new players—players that he was very aware of—but he didn’t do much in ’68 because he didn’t really know the players yet, and he didn’t want other people’s opinions about the players that we had. He just kind of sat back, quietly watched and analyzed, and made a few recommendations. He changed Jerry Grote’s stance and the way he held his hands. And then in ’69 he came to spring training and he had some suggestions. I remember him saying do you guys realize that you lost 36 one-run ballgames? So you lost thirty-six games by one run. And he was trying to be simplistic here. We had good defense and good pitching, in spite of the fact that we were a young team. He said if you won half of those games . . . if we can stick in those games and win half of them, all of a sudden, we’re going to be a contending ball club. We’ll have 18 more wins. And if every pitcher won one more game than they lost, we’d be 10 games over 500. He had a way of making things simple but also making you think.
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  Fellow Californian Bud Harrelson was Tom Seaver’s best friend and a hero of the 1969 Mets.


  John Rogers Archives




  Gil Hodges was more than a manager—he was a father figure for me. I really fell in love with him as a person and as a leader and had a lot of respect for him. I used to think that I was the only guy he called into the office to talk to and teach—not criticize. He wasn’t that kind of manager. He always said to err is human, to make a mental mistake is not professional. He was trying to teach us that we all possessed talent but that other winning teams used their brains and we needed to start using ours. We needed to think. We needed to prepare for situations that occur. So he taught subtly by suggesting.




  He once called me in to his office after I was thrown out for trying to steal home. He said, I’m just wondering what you were thinking when you tried to steal home. And I replied, well I got thrown out. And he said, no, no I understand you wanted to help and that would have tied up the game. But then he asked, why shouldn’t you have done that? And I thought of a few possible reasons. He asked me who was hitting when I tried to steal, and I told him it was Kenny Boswell. At first I thought that maybe because Boswell was a left-handed hitter, it was an advantage to the catcher, because the hitter wouldn’t be in the way of his tag when I was coming from third base. But that’s not what he meant. Instead he asked, well how was he hitting? And I said, he was hot. And he said, well you should have let him hit. And that was it. That was the lesson. He did this periodically, and it was handled very secretly. One of the coaches would come up to a player and discretely say, Gil wants to talk to you. So you’d go into his office and sit down with him, and he would question you. Afterwards I found out he did that with a lot of players. At the time I thought I was special, but that’s just how he made you feel. He had quite an impact on every player on that team. He made the difference. He really did.




  When we started out the ’69 season, we weren’t tearing up anything in the beginning. But then we got Donn Clendenon in the second half, a tremendous home-run hitter, and he changed things. For the first time we had the kind of player who could hit three-run homers, so that if we were losing a game by two runs, we suddenly had a winning chance. Before then we didn’t have anyone like that who did it consistently. Other teams couldn’t pitch around him, and so that gave us a different face. We started beating the western teams—San Francisco, San Diego, and Los Angeles—and in our history, we had never been able to win against those teams in previous seasons. About midway through in the summer, the sense was we’re in this, we’re beating people we never beat before. And suddenly we’re watching teams play against us, making the mistakes that the Mets always used to make—mistakes that we were no longer making. And we were winning games two to one, three to two, and two nothing because of our pitching, which was now revered and feared by a lot of people. We had the big three—Tom Seaver, Jerry Koosman, and Gary Gentry. People still didn’t take us seriously, because we’d never won in past seasons, but before they knew it, we were still there in the end, having won 38 of our last 49 games. We then stole the division from Chicago, but we had to beat Atlanta for the pennant, which we did. The media didn’t think we had a chance against Baltimore in the World Series, because they had won before and were becoming a dynasty. But then they beat us in the first game and then never won another. Many things happened in that year that made it feel as if some kind of higher power was helping us—things just went our way, particularly the World Series.




  The team in 1969 was different. You could really feel the camaraderie, and there was a lot of encouragement among the players. Guys would say pick me up, come on, I struck out but you can do it. And Gil Hodges was very positive in that little lesson he gave us in spring training. We wore shirts and ties and coats when we flew and that stuck with me. He said we’re not going to be a bunch of slobs walking through the airport and into the hotel. So we had a dress code, and I don’t remember it being that way until he got there. He expected professionalism and class, and that was okay. It makes you feel pretty good about yourself, having everyone dressed well together, because you have that uniformity. That sense of being a team. It’s amazing what happens when you win—how the friendships solidify because you were in battle together and you won. You have this common ground and emotional feeling that this was amazing or a miracle, because no one expected it. In fact, Casey Stengel always said the Mets will win when they put a man on the moon. He was a real character and was just being comical, but sure enough, you know, in ’69 they put a man on the moon. We actually watched that landing—we were stuck in the Montreal airport and it was on television, and the whole team was sitting there watching it together. We weren’t on a plane, we didn’t see it second hand, we were seeing it live and it seemed like this was all meant to be.




  My closest friend on the team was Tom Seaver, and he’s another reason we had such an extraordinary year. We were both from California, both went to triple A in Jacksonville, Florida, and both lived in the same complex. I got called up in 1966, one year before him. His rookie year was in 1967, and in that era when you were a first year player, you had to have a roommate when the team traveled. So when it came time to make the first road trip, they asked Tom who he wanted to room with and he chose me because I was the one guy on the team he knew from our days in Jacksonville. And that’s how it started. We roomed together for about eight years, and we became like brothers. Even his wife Nancy called me Roomie. To this day, we still call each other Roomie. We had different schedules because I played every day and went to bed early, and he’d stay up late after he pitched a game. But I could sleep through anything—he could have had a party in our room and I wouldn’t have heard it. We developed this brothership that has lasted more than forty years.




  Many of us formed lasting bonds that year. Seaver, Grote, Nolan Ryan, and I went fishing a lot during spring training. We used to fish until midnight or one o’clock in the morning on a bridge, and we’d catch all of these silver trout. One night Ryan set his pole down, and we heard this rumbling noise from a boat, but we couldn’t see where it was in the dark. And all of the sudden that fishing pole Ryan had placed against the side of the bridge just takes off! It caught us all by surprise, but it’s a night we’ll always remember now. Grote was in charge when we went fishing, so he’d clean the fish we caught and freeze them, and then we’d pick a night to have a big party, and we’d all throw in some money and bring some dessert, and Grote would cook all this fish. We all lived in the same area, so we could walk there. We had good times sitting there and talking and doing something together other than baseball.




  In my memory, all the good stuff happened at Shea—we clinched the National League, we won the playoffs against the Braves, and we won the 5th and final game in the World Series. When we beat Atlanta the fans tore up the field, and when we triumphed over Baltimore they took the field. We were caught up in the moment. There’s a picture of Gentry and Seaver, out on the field smoking a cigar after the fans left, and it looked like a bomb site. I left the field and went right into the family room and kissed my mom and brought my dad into the clubhouse. He sat down by my locker, and he was the proudest guy in the world. It was a miracle because if we hadn’t won those three games at Shea, we would have traveled back to Baltimore for the final two games and he would have returned home and never seen us win the World Series.




  Now the once majestic Shea Stadium is gone, replaced by a more modern ballpark with all the amenities. Some traditions are dying, and baseball has become less about entertainment and more about business. But home plate will still remain in the parking lot, so that people can envision where the original ballpark once held cheering fans and the sense of possibility and wonder. I was there on Closing Weekend to take down the number 4 and expose number 3, for the third to last game. There were about forty-five players who were invited to the Diamond Club that weekend from different eras. Some were from the original 1962 team, some were from 1973, but most were from the winning teams from 1986 and 1969. After the last game, we walked out onto the field and were introduced as they showed highlights from our careers on the Diamond Vision screen. And it was sad to say our goodbyes to Shea, to see this piece of history disappear, but also happy to see a new ballpark emerge. Then Seaver threw out a pitch to Mike Piazza, and we all touched home plate one last time.




  Everything in baseball is historic if you win. But this was real history, us winning in ‘69. I think the whole world was rooting for us. I’ve won and lost as a coach, and I’ve won and lost as a player, but being a part of the Miracle Mets is the one thing I’ll always remember.




  —Bud Harrelson




  INTRODUCTION




  In today’s world, celebrity is cheap and comes in many varieties, courtesy of cable TV, the Internet, and the scandal sheets. Hollywood has a refined process of producing, assembly-line style, its celebrities. But beyond this kind of superficiality lies true celebrity status. Few people of any type ever achieve it, even beyond the grave. It is a greatness that eclipses our definition of celebrity when somebody can become a larger-than-life figure in a country as big and full of swagger as America.
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  When Tom Seaver entered the pantheon of the New York Sports Icon, Mets coach Yogi Berra knew what he was seeing. Brace Photos




  There are those lauded for their greatness in Mount Rushmore style—presidents during great crisis, generals in a desperate struggle, astronauts staking claims to space—but there is one very select group of uniquely American celebrity/heroes: the New York Sports Icons. Even this gaudy title does not tell the true story, for many athletes who play in New York City are superstars but do not rise to the heights of the true, recognized-by-history icon. To live in this rarified air, athletes must have achieved things above and beyond mere mortals. They must have done so in the most crucial manner possible and risen to a place in the spotlight—the Arena, as Theodore Roosevelt called it—that minimizes all other accomplishments.




  To understand this status, one must understand that very few non–New York athletes achieve this level. In Boston, Ted Williams took years to rise to this place in history, while Bill Russell, Carl Yastrzemski, and Roger Clemens never did. In California, Sandy Koufax did what Willie Mays and Barry Bonds did not. Most of the legends are regional in nature: college football stars at Southern California or Oklahoma; Tony Gwynn toiling away in obscurity in San Diego; Hank Aaron breaking records in comparable silence. A Michael Jordan, a Joe Montana: these kinds of figures achieving their bona fides without benefit of the Big Apple’s stage are rarities. In fact, it is usually only when they are recognized by New York—cheering crowds at the Garden, “The Four Horsemen” of Notre Dame at the Polo Grounds, or on Madison Avenue—that the imprimatur comes to them. But New York Sports Icons achieve status in an almost religious manner; their moments in the sun say what words fail to accomplish. Theirs is a truth that, when witnessed in an American arena, is never misunderstood.




  Who are these gods of the New Greece, gladiators of the New Rome? In the biggest city, on the biggest stage, the list is oh so short. The Chosen Ones are Christy Mathewson, Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Joe DiMaggio, Jackie Robinson, Yogi Berra, Willie Mays, Frank Gifford, Mickey Mantle, Joe Namath, and Tom Seaver.




  It is the list of those who are so close, yet do not make the cut that makes this group all the more impressive. John McGraw, Bill Terry, Mel Ott, Whitey Ford, Casey Stengel, Duke Snider, Walt Frazier, Willis Reed, and Reggie Jackson are just a few of the all-time greats, the Hall of Famers who have performed in New York City; achieved fame, fortune, and honor; yet remain ever so slightly below the hallowed shrines of Mathewson, Ruth, Seaver, and the rest.




  Tom Seaver represents the crux of what makes this book so unique, so compelling, such a nostalgic memory of a town, a team, and a time that is no more. Records still get broken, but somehow the heroes of yesteryear stand above and beyond their successors, untarnished by steroids or, at least in the comparable mind’s eye, greed. All that is left is the last of the true New York Sports Icons.




  This is a book about not merely their one superstar, but a team that was one big, collective superstar.




  Never had any single Yankees, Dodgers, or Giants team captured the imagination of the “city that never sleeps” as did the 1969 Mets. It has never come close to happening in all the years since. Never have the stars been aligned as they were that magical, miraculous summer and fall of 1969 in the greatest city in the world.




  At the beginning of 1969 New York City and all it represented was in disarray, fiscally, politically, and on the baseball field: The hallowed shrines of Yankee Stadium and the modern Shea Stadium were both home to cellar dwellers in recent years. “Where have you gone, Joe DiMaggio?” sang Simon and Garfunkel. But then a modern Lancelot in the form of Tom Seaver rode forth to lead the New York Mets to heights above and beyond all glory, before or since. It was the biggest sports story of the 20th century.




  This book tells the complete, unvarnished story of the greatest, most improbable tale in the history of American sports: the 1969 “Amazin’ Mets” World Championship season. The Mets were led by that rarest of all American heroes, the New York Sports Icon. In a city that produces not mere mortals but sports gods, Tom Seaver represents the last of the breed. His deeds, his times, his town: It was part of a vanishing era, an era of innocence. In 1969, six years after John Kennedy’s assassination, Seaver and the Mets were the last grasp at idealism before free agency, Watergate, and cynicism took over. Seaver’s great status was that of half rock star, half political figure. Seaver and the Mets were a metaphor for a changing society, the “Age of Aquarius” confluence between blacks and whites during racially divided times, set against a backdrop so perfect it appeared to have been guided by the hand of destiny. Now we can reflect on the political, sociological, and racial views of the 1960s, all imbued by 40 years of experience in America during its most challenging times. It was Seaver and the Mets who stood astride issues such as Vietnam, free agency, and the “new breed” of athletes.




  The Mets rode the whirlwind of fame and celebrity after the triumph of 1969, but many teammates were unable to maintain a steady course in their life and career. New York City is a town that builds ’em up to tear ’em down, and many fell victim to that reality. Incredibly, Tom Seaver never was torn down, staying at the top for 20 years, retiring to the broadcaster’s booth, where his caramel-rich voice, smooth intellect, and veteran experience made him a popular, admired character to generations beyond his playing days; his teammates and team, however, met less kind fates.




  This book is also a nostalgic look back at the hero machine that is New York City. There remain a handful of ultimate sports superstars who stand out in the Big Apple above all others. This book tells the story of how they got there, stayed there, or fell from grace. As times changed, it became virtually impossible for others to follow with Seaver in the footsteps of Babe Ruth, Joe DiMaggio, Mickey Mantle, Joe Namath, and the rest. The true New York Sports Icon may never be seen again.




  —Steven Travers
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  Tom Seaver, here pitching to Johnny Bench in his dominating 1970 All-Star Game start at Riverfront Stadium, may be the greatest of all post-World War II pitchers.


  John Rogers Archives
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  “CAN’T ANYBODY HERE PLAY THIS GAME?”





  

    You can play for the Mets. If you want rapid advancement, play for the Mets. We’ve got the bonus money. We’ll even buy you a glove. So join us. Take the bonus money. Play a year or two. Then you can go back to school.




    —Casey Stengel


  




  The 1962 Mets were a force of nature. If there is any possible truth to George Burns’s statement in Oh, God! that the 1969 Mets were his last miracle, then the ’62 version was somehow struck by supernatural forces, too. It was a comedy of errors, of flukes, of crazy plays, players, and situations, almost defying logic, therefore lending credence to the notion that the deity got involved. Never has a team played so badly, and never has failure been so loved.




  On June 17, 1962 Marv Throneberry was at first base when the Mets caught a Chicago base runner in a rundown between first and second. Throneberry ran into the runner without the ball in his possession and was called for interference. Chicago scored four times after that. When Marv came to bat in the bottom half of the inning, he hit a drive to the right field bullpen, pulling into third with a “triple” just as the umpire called him out at first for having missed the bag. Manager Casey Stengel came out to argue but was rebuffed by news from his own bench that Throneberry also missed second. In July the Mets were 6–23.




  Throneberry had some power and four times hit a sign for a clothing company, who awarded him a $6,000 sailboat. Richie Ashburn was also given a boat for winning the team MVP award. Judge Robert Cannon, legal counsel for the Major League Baseball Players Association, told Throneberry not to forget to declare the full value of the boat.
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  Casey Stengel went from the most successful manager in baseball with the Yankees to skipper of perhaps baseball’s all-time worst team.


  Brace Photos




  “Declare it?” Throneberry asked. “Who to, the Coast Guard?”




  “Taxes,” Cannon replied, as in the IRS. “Ashburn’s boat was a gift. He was voted it. Yours came the hard way. You hit the sign. You earned it. The boat is earnings. You pay income tax on it.”




  At season’s end, Jimmy Breslin visited Throneberry in his hometown of Collierville, Tennessee.




  “In my whole life I never believed they’d be as rough a year as there was last season,” said Throneberry, who believe it or not at one time was considered a prospect with the Yankees. According to most accounts of his career, he was, if not a really good player, not a terrible one; not the “worst player who ever lived,” or whatever moniker has been attached to him.




  The “worst ball player” never made the majors, or even signed a professional contract. If such a player existed in the big leagues, he lasted one day, one inning, like the 3'7" Eddie Gaedel in 1951. He did not pick up big league paychecks for the better part of a decade, as Marv did. “Terrible” Mets pitchers like Roger Craig (10–24), Al Jackson (8–20), Jay Hook (8–19), and even Craig Anderson (3–17) were not that terrible. Roger Craig was in fact a very good pitcher, Jackson a genuine talent. The truth is, a man cannot last long enough to lose 20 games if he is that bad; he would be drummed out long before given the chance to compile such a record.




  Throneberry’s home in Collierville was at least 100 miles from anything resembling a sporting waterway, and the man was never going to be part of the “skiff off the Hamptons crowd,” wrote Breslin.




  “And here I am, I’m still not out of it,” said Marv. “I got a boat in a warehouse someplace and the man tell me I got to pay taxes on it and all we got around here is, like, filled-up bathtubs and maybe a crick or two. I think maybe I’ll be able to sell it off someplace. I think you could say prospects is all right. But I still don’t know what to do about the tax thing.”




  It was that kind of year.




  “We get to the end of the season, and I might need a couple of games to finish higher, and what am I going to get?” Stengel said. “Everybody will be standing up there and going, whoom! Just trying to win theirselves a nice boat while I’m sittin’ here hopin’ they’ll butcher boy the ball onto the ground and get me a run or two. I don’t like it at all.”




  Casey Stengel celebrated his 73rd birthday in a private party room at the Chase Hotel in St. Louis. He ordered a Manhattan.
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  Marv Throneberry was not the worst player ever, but he was a comedy of errors with the ’62 Mets. Brace Photos




  “I’ve seen these do a lot of things to people,” he said of the Manhattan. He smoked cigarettes and let his hair down, so to speak, with Jimmy Breslin. He spoke with trepidation of the Mets’ initial visit to the brand-new Dodger Stadium. “We’re going into Los Angeles the first time, and, well, I don’t want to go in there to see that big new ballpark in front of all them people and have to see the other fellas running around those bases the way they figured to on my own pitchers and my catchers, too. [Maury] Wills and those fellows, they start running in circles and they don’t stop and so forth, and it could be embarrassing, which I don’t want to be.




  “Well, we have Canzoneri [catcher Chris Cannizzaro] at Syracuse, and he catches good and throws real good and he should be able to stop them. I don’t want to be embarrassed. So we bring him and he is going to throw out these runners.




  “We come in there, and you never seen anything like it in your life. I find I got a defensive catcher, only he can’t catch the ball. The pitcher throws. Wild pitch. Throws again. Passed ball. Throws again. Oops! The ball drops out of the glove. And all the time I am dizzy on account of these runners running around in circles on me and so forth.




  “Makes a man think. You look up and down the bench and you have to say to yourself, ‘Can’t anybody here play this game?’”




  Hours later, “the bartender was falling asleep and the only sound in the hotel was the whine of the vacuum cleaner in the lobby,” wrote Breslin. “Stengel banged his empty glass on the red-tiled bar top and then walked out of the room.”




  Casey walked to the lobby, stopping to light a smoke.




  “I’m shell-shocked,” he told the guy working the vacuum cleaner. “I’m not used to gettin’ any of these shocks at all, and now they come every three innings. How do you like that.”
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  Roger Craig was a successful pitcher for Brooklyn before he came to the Mets. Brace Photos




  No answer.




  “This is a disaster,” he continued. “Do you know who my player of the year is? My player of the year is Choo Choo Coleman, and I have him for only two days. He runs very good.”




  “This, then, is the way the first year of the New York Mets went,” wrote Breslin, an old-time scribe whose clipped style was reminiscent of Ring Lardner (and Mark Twain before that), in Can’t Anybody Here Play This Game? He went on:




  It was a team that featured 23-game losers, an opening day outfield that held the all-time major league record for fathering children [19; “You can look it up,” as Casey would say], a defensive catcher who couldn’t catch, and an overall collection of strange players who performed strange feats. Yet it was absolutely wonderful. People loved it. The Mets gathered about them a breed of baseball fans who quite possibly will make you forget the characters who once made Brooklyn’s Ebbets Field a part of this country’s folklore. The Mets’ fans are made of the same things. Brooklyn fans, observed Garry Schumacher, once a great baseball writer and now part of the San Francisco Giants management, never would have appreciated Joe DiMaggio on their club.




  Bill Veeck announced that the 1962 Mets were “without a doubt the worst team in the history of baseball,” claiming that he spoke with authority since his St. Louis Browns were the previous “title holders.”




  Technically, statistically, and by the record, he was right, but the ’62 Mets were not the worst. Veeck’s Browns had no name players, nobody worth remembering. The Mets had former big names like Richie Ashburn, Gil Hodges, Craig, Gene Woodling, and Frank Thomas. Over the hill, yes; but there is something not quite right about saying a team with so many onetime stars was the worst ever assembled. Sometimes, not so bad. Ashburn batted .306; Thomas hit 34 homers and drove in 94 runs. Then again, sometimes they sure looked terrible. In June, Sandy Koufax struck out the first three Mets on nine pitches, finishing with 13 Ks and a 5–0 no-hit win.




  Certainly no team nearly that bad has been analyzed and talked about so much. Being in New York was part of that. Casey Stengel was part of it. But it went beyond these obvious factors. Sportswriter Leonard Koppett said it was part of a larger social revolution, embodied by the new, youthful president, John F. Kennedy; the young taking over from the old.




  “The times they are a-changin’,” sang Bob Dylan.




  The players poked fun at each other. There was much self-deprecation in the Mets clubhouse. When Ashburn won the team MVP award, he said, “Most Valuable on the worst team ever? Just how do they mean that?”




  Other bits of Stengelese:




  

    	“I don’t mind my ballplayers drinking, as long as they don’t drink in the same bar as me.”




    	
“We have a great young outfield prospect. He’s 22, and with a little luck he might make it to 23.”





    	“I was the best manager I ever saw.”




    	“I was fired more times than a cap pistol.”




    	“I want to thank all these generous owners for t giving us those great players they did not want.”




    	“If I was winning, I’d play five games a day t because you tend to keep winning when you are winning. But I had a chance to call this game, so I did. You tend to keep losing when you’re losing, you know.”




    	“Everybody here keeps saying how good I’m t looking. Well, maybe I do, but they should see me inside. I look terrible.”


  




  First baseman Ed Kranepool, a native of nearby Yonkers, spent most of 1962 in the minor leagues but got called up and hit .167 in his brief stint. He was only 17 years old.




  Infielder “Hot Rod” Kanehl, a onetime Yankee prospect, hit .248. Married with four kids, he was one of those “record-breaking” fathers of multiple kids, supposedly something the ’62 Mets did better than anything.




  “He can’t field,” club president George Weiss told Casey.




  “But he can run the bases,” Stengel replied. “But Weiss always wanted to get rid of me, and now he couldn’t because I had become a hero in New York,” said Kanehl. “All of New York was asking, ‘Who is this guy?’ and the front page of the Daily News had a picture of Stengel pulling me out of a hat like a rabbit.”
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  Ed Kranepool was a New Yorker and original Met. John Rogers Archives




  Kanehl was one of those strange hybrids of baseball: a Yankee farmhand who never made it there but became a household name, still fondly remembered, because he played for the Mets. It did not last long. A few years later he was playing for the Wichita Dreamliners against USC’s Tom Seaver, then pitching for the Alaska Goldpanners.




  “Even though we lost, we were still upbeat,” said Kanehl. “And so was Casey, who was leading the parade down Broadway. A lot of people identified with the Mets—underdog types, not losers—quality people who weren’t quite getting it together.




  “In May we beat Cincinnati, and we beat the Braves at home, we were playing well, but then we went on the road and lost 17 games in a row. We sure could dream up ways to lose.”




  When the Mets were mathematically eliminated from the National League pennant the first week of August, Casey called a meeting.




  “You guys can relax now,” he told them.




  The season ended, appropriately enough, with a triple play and a worst-ever 40–120 record. More than 900,000 fans attended Mets games at the Polo Grounds, a significant improvement over the attendance of the New York Giants, a team featuring such stalwarts as Willie Mays, playing at the same park in their last year (1957).




  “It’s been a helluva year,” Casey remarked.




  The 1962 New York Mets are still considered the worst team in baseball history. A close second might be the 1963 through 1967 New York Mets. Subsequent Mets teams lacked the hilarity, the lovable frivolity of 1962, but their sheer awfulness did not change very much.
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  Two years after Rod Kanehl was a “folk hero” of the original Mets, he was playing for the Wichita Dreamliners, facing Tom Seaver of the Alaska Goldpanners. Over beers one night he told Seaver he would be a big-league pitcher. Brace Photos




  Nevertheless, being in New York had some benefits that by 1968 were beginning to manifest themselves. They were becoming something of a cultural icon. Playwright Neil Simon had a Broadway hit about a slob sportswriter who rooms with a neat freak. It was made into a film, The Odd Couple, in 1968. Walter Matthau was Oscar Madison. Jack Lemmon played Felix Unger. In one memorable scene shot in the press box at Shea Stadium, Madison stands between Heywood Hale Broun and Maury Allen as Bill Mazeroski steps up to bat.




  Broun: “Bases loaded. Mazeroski up. Ninth inning. You expect the Mets to hold a one-run lead?”




  Oscar: “Whatsa matter? You never heard of a triple play?”




  Felix Unger then calls the press box to tell Oscar not to eat any hot dogs at the game because he is planning “franks and beans” for dinner. The call diverts Oscar’s attention from the field.




  Broun: “A triple play! The Mets did it! The greatest fielding play I ever saw! And you missed it, Oscar. You missed it.”




  Oscar goes ballistic at Felix for wasting his time over such a thing as that night’s dinner menu. It begins a series of tirades over Felix’s pesty, neurotic ways.




  There was nothing neurotic about the Mets in the 1960s. They were Hair, the “summer of love,” and the Age of Aquarius all rolled into one—but they would ride to glory on the back of a 20-something ex-Marine from California who approached his job with the efficiency of a Wall Street banker.




  [image: 41 4]




  
2


  


  


  


  THE REINCARNATION OF CHRISTY MATHEWSON





  

    Seriously. There isn’t a person in the world who hasn’t heard of Tom Seaver. He’s so good blind people come out to hear him pitch.




    —Reggie Jackson


  




  He was the “24-year old reincarnation of Christy Mathewson, Hobey Baker, and Jack Armstrong,” according to sportswriter Ray Robinson. He was, according to some, “perfect.” They were talking about Tom Seaver, Mets ace and latest All-American Boy. George Thomas Seaver was born on November 17, 1944, in Fresno, California. Everyone called him Tom, except his wife, Nancy, who called him George. Fresno in the 1950s and ’60s may well have been the sports capital of America. It was a competitive environment, producing young kids who went on to great success on the diamond. Jim Maloney came out of Fresno to become one of the hardest-throwing strikeout pitchers in baseball, the ace of the Cincinnati Reds. Dick Ellsworth was another hard-throwing chucker who went to the Mets. The 1959 Fresno State Bulldogs made it to the College World Series.




  The town did not merely produce baseball stars. Tom Flores was a quarterback hero who would star for the Oakland Raiders, later leading them to two Super Bowl titles as their coach. Daryle Lamonica followed Flores. After Notre Dame he became a two-time American Football League Most Valuable Player, quarterbacking the Raiders into the 1968 Super Bowl.




  Seaver had a friend named Dick Selma. He and Selma were rivals throughout Little League, competing for star status, their teams for supremacy. It was an even rivalry until junior high school. Selma continued to grow. As he entered Fresno High School, he was reaching 6' in height with a muscular build. Tom was still 5'6" and 140 pounds as a high school sophomore. On top of this, Tom was by virtue of being born in November younger than most of his classmates, some of whom were born in January and therefore were almost a year older at a time when that year means everything in a kid’s development.




  “He was the runt of our crowd,” Selma recalled.




  Selma made the Fresno High varsity as a sophomore, a singular honor that separates a young man from the pack. Tom barely made the junior varsity. While Selma impressed the local prep media and professional scouts, Seaver remained a JV. To still be a JV in one’s junior year, as he was, invariably means that one lacks the skills to go beyond high school if indeed he makes the varsity in his last try as a senior. Tom did not throw hard, but he was smart. He learned how to set up hitters, to change speeds, developing a curve and even a knuckler.




  Seaver was knocked about in high school, but rarely when he arrived in the big leagues. John Rogers Archives
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  “Tom was a hell of a pitcher, as contrasted to a thrower, even when he was on the JVs,” Selma recalled when he got to the big leagues. “He knew how to set up hitters, and him just in high school, I’m still learning now.”




  High school sports success often dictates one’s place in the social hierarchy. Being a career JV was a comedown after Little League stardom, but Tom had much more going for him. Despite his lack of size, he was a good-looking kid with an outgoing personality. Tom had easygoing charm and the gift of repartee. He was popular with teachers, with teammates, and most importantly with pretty girls. Above all other things, this is the prized attribute that determines a high school boy’s place in the pecking order. He was a good student who decided he wanted to become a dentist.




  “He was a real happy-go-lucky guy,” Selma said. “He had a lot of friends, and he always dated all the good-looking girls.”




  In his senior year, Tom went out for basketball, mainly to stay in shape for baseball. He was determined that he would make the most of what looked to be his last year of athletic competition. He was a 5'10", 165-pound guard whose natural athleticism shone through. Surprisingly, he made the all-city team.




  The scouts were out in force, but not to see him. Selma was on everybody’s radar and would eventually sign with the expansion New York Mets for $20,000. Tom did manage to make it into the starting rotation. Still lacking any heat, he was effective enough, throwing off-speed pitches with control to win six games against five losses and a place on the all-city baseball team, “mostly because there wasn’t anyone else to choose,” he recalled. “When the professional scouts came around, looking over the local talent, some of the other kids got good offers. I didn’t even get a conversation; not one scout approached me.”




  It was the beginning of the magical “summer of ’62,” the year depicted by filmmaker George Lucas, who grew up in nearby Modesto and would attend the University of Southern California with Seaver. The world Lucas showed in American Graffiti was the only one Tom Seaver knew. It was a unique central California culture of cars and girls. Tom Seaver’s Fresno was not quite the Beach Boys’ Southland surf magic, nor the brewing, dangerous mix of angry protest, harmful drugs, and unprotected sex that would have such ultimately devastating consequences in the Bay Area.




  Tom had his heart set on USC, a private school with steep tuition costs and one of the best dental schools in the nation. He wanted to spare his father from fronting the money. A plan was hatched: instead of college after high school, he would serve in the U.S. Marines. He would save and earn some money, getting some help from the GI Bill. That would only assuage a little bit of the cost. A tiny voice in the back of Tom Seaver’s mind would not go away.




  What about a baseball scholarship?




  This seemed to be a ludicrous proposition. USC had the best baseball program in the nation, led by legendary coach Raoul “Rod” Dedeaux. He had the choice of the best players. If a hot prospect did not wish to go directly into professional baseball, his college choices were basically USC, SC, Southern California, or Southern Cal; at least, it seemed that way. Dedeaux had no more interest in a junk baller from Fresno than the pro scouts who ignored him did.




  Seaver graduated from boot camp, joined a Reserve unit, and by the fall of 1963 enrolled at Fresno City College. For more than a year since high school, he had eaten three squares a day and done countless push-ups, pull-ups, and “up-and-on shoulders.” As he got older, he had grown. During this time he had gone from 5'10", 165 pounds to 6'1", 195 pounds. He was a grown man, physically and mentally. He had not picked up a baseball since the summer of 1962, but he had a sneaking suspicion that when he did, he would be able to throw it harder than ever, and if so . . .




  The impossible seemed to have occurred. Seaver’s 11–2 record at Fresno City College earned the recruiting attention of Rod Dedeaux. He was a legitimate fastball artist. Dedeaux called him the “phee-nom from San Joaquin.”




  Seaver was sent to the Alaska Goldpanners for seasoning. Dedeaux called Goldpanners manager Red Boucher and inquired of several USC players on the Fairbanks roster. Boucher interrupted him to say that Seaver would be “your best pitcher.” Boucher assured him that he would “bet on it,” to which Dedeaux replied that the Alaska manager was so high on the kid, “I really don’t have any choice.”
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