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— INTRODUCTION —



THE METS LEGACY

Left without a National League team after the Dodgers and Giants departed for California following the conclusion of the 1957 campaign, the city of New York finally received a reprieve in 1962, when the senior circuit added to its fraternity of ballclubs the expansion New York Mets and Houston Colt .45s. Founded largely through the efforts of New York based attorney William Shea, who earlier attempted to create a third major baseball league, the Mets took their name from the New York Metropolitans, a late 19th century team that competed in the American Association from 1880 to 1887.


With former Giants minority owners Joan Whitney Payson and Charles Shipman Payson holding majority interest in the Mets, they named part owner George Herbert Walker Jr. vice president and treasurer. Meanwhile, former Giants director M. Donald Grant assumed the position of chairman of the board.


Stocked primarily with aging veterans and undistinguished players selected off the rosters of other teams in an expansion draft held in October 1961, the Mets began play some six months later in New York’s Polo Grounds, the longtime home of the Giants. Managed by the legendary Casey Stengel, who had been fired by the Yankees two years earlier, the Mets performed miserably in their inaugural season, compiling a record of just 40-120, before posting a mark of 51-111 the following year.


Leaving the Polo Grounds in 1964, the Mets moved into newly constructed Shea Stadium, a 55,300-seat multipurpose facility built in the Queens neighborhood of Flushing Meadows that remained home to them for the next 45 years. Showing only slight improvement over the course of the next few seasons, the Mets continued to flounder under managers Stengel (1962–1965) and Wes Westrum (1965–1967), earning the moniker “lovable losers” by finishing last in the 10-team NL all but once (they finished ninth in 1966). Yet despite their overall ineptitude, the Mets fielded some notable players during their formative years, with future Hall of Famers Gil Hodges, Duke Snider, Richie Ashburn, and Warren Spahn all gracing their roster at various times, second baseman Ron Hunt earning multiple All-Star nominations, and slugging outfielder Frank Thomas setting a single-season franchise home-run record that stood for 13 years by reaching the seats 34 times in 1962.


Although the Mets concluded the 1968 campaign with a record of 73-89 that landed them in ninth place, optimism began to grow for the first time under new manager Gil Hodges, who replaced Westrum at the helm prior to the start of the season. A firm but extremely fair man who possessed great inner strength, Hodges quickly earned the respect of his players with his honesty and forthrightness. Meanwhile, the Mets’ roster featured a core of good young players that included outfielders Cleon Jones and Tommie Agee, shortstop Bud Harrelson, and pitchers Tom Seaver and Jerry Koosman.


With both the AL and NL expanding to 12 teams in 1969, MLB adopted a new two-division setup in each league that placed the Mets in the NL East with the Chicago Cubs, Pittsburgh Pirates, Philadelphia Phillies, St. Louis Cardinals, and expansion Montreal Expos. Beginning the campaign in typical fashion, the Mets lost 23 of their first 41 games. However, after improving their play dramatically during the summer months, the Mets emerged as baseball’s hottest team down the stretch, winning 38 of their final 49 contests, to finish the season with a record of 100-62 that left them eight games ahead of the second-place Cubs in the division. The Mets subsequently swept the hard-hitting Atlanta Braves in three straight games in the first National League Championship Series, before upsetting the heavily favored Baltimore Orioles in five games in the World Series, completing in the process one of the most miraculous seasons in MLB history.


While the 1969 Mets, who the New York newspapers often referred to as the “Miracle” or “Amazin” Mets, lacked star power at most positions, manager Hodges got the most out of his personnel by employing a platoon system previously made popular by Casey Stengel during his stint as Yankees skipper. Although left fielder Cleon Jones, who finished third in the league with a .340 batting average, center fielder Tommie Agee, shortstop Bud Harrelson, and catcher Jerry Grote played most every day, the rest of the lineup varied according to the opposing team’s pitcher. The true strength of the team, though, lay in its pitching staff, which posted a composite ERA of 2.99 and threw a league-leading 28 shutouts. Staff ace Tom Seaver earned NL Cy Young honors by compiling a record of 25-7 and an ERA of 2.21. Jerry Koosman proved to be nearly as effective, going 17-9 with a 2.28 ERA. The Mets also received strong pitching from third starter Gary Gentry, swingman Nolan Ryan, and relievers Tug McGraw and Ron Taylor.


Unfortunately, the Mets failed to perform at nearly the same level in any of the next three seasons, posting identical 83-79 records under Hodges in 1970 and 1971, before compiling a mark of 83-73 in 1972 under Yogi Berra, who assumed managerial duties following the untimely passing of Hodges just prior to the start of the regular season. But while the magic that surrounded the 1969 squad lasted just that one season, the Mets also found themselves being hampered by poor decisions made by the front office, with the most egregious of those being the trading of top outfield prospect and future star Amos Otis to Kansas City for troubled third baseman Joe Foy and the dealing of Nolan Ryan to California for aging infielder Jim Fregosi.


Nevertheless, the Mets nearly experienced another fairy-tale ending in 1973, when a late-season surge enabled them to win the NL East title with a record of just 82-79. Using “Ya gotta believe!” as their rallying cry, the Mets subsequently stunned the powerful Cincinnati Reds in the NLCS, defeating them in five games, and then taking the Oakland Athletics to the seven-game limit in the World Series, before finally losing to the defending world champions.


Coming back down to earth in 1974, the Mets finished fifth in the six-team NL East with a record of 71-91. Although the Mets rebounded somewhat the following year to post a mark of 82-80, their mediocre showing led to the firing of Yogi Berra, who the front office replaced with coach Roy McMillan four months into the campaign. Undergoing further changes following the passing of Joan Payson at the end of the year, the Mets fell under the control of her husband Charles, who ceded much of his authority to his three daughters, the youngest of whom, Lorinda Payson de Roulet, became team president. Payson de Roulet subsequently left baseball matters in the hands of club chairman M. Donald Grant, whose penurious ways, caustic personality, and lack of baseball acumen ran the Mets into the ground.


After the Mets finished 86-76 under new manager Joe Frazier in 1976, Grant engaged in contract disputes with Tom Seaver and slugging outfielder/first baseman Dave Kingman the following year that prompted him to trade away his team’s two most recognizable players on June 15, 1977, in what the New York tabloids dubbed “The Midnight Massacre.” Although the Mets received a total of six players in return, none of them ended up making much of an impact, leading to the dismissal of Grant following the conclusion of the 1978 campaign. Meanwhile, the Mets began a horrific period in franchise history during which they failed to finish any higher than fifth or post more than 68 victories in any of the next seven seasons, as Frazier (1977), Joe Torre (1977–1981), George Bamberger (1982–1983), and Frank Howard (1983) all took turns managing the team. And with home attendance falling to all-time lows, Shea Stadium became known as “Grant’s Tomb.”


The Mets continued to play uninspired ball until well after the Payson heirs sold the team to the Doubleday publishing company for $21.1 million in January 1980, Nelson Doubleday Jr. named himself chairman of the board, minority shareholder Fred Wilpon assumed the role of club president, and longtime Baltimore Orioles executive Frank Cashen became general manager—a position he held for the next 11 years. However, things started to turn around shortly after the Mets acquired former NL MVP Keith Hernandez from the Cardinals and New York’s farm system began producing talented young players such as Darryl Strawberry and Dwight Gooden.


After winning only 68 games in 1983, the Mets posted a mark of 90-72 the following year under new skipper Davey Johnson, who had previously managed in the organization’s farm system. Further strengthened by the trade acquisitions of All-Star catcher Gary Carter, infielders Ray Knight and Howard Johnson, and starting pitchers Ron Darling and Sid Fernandez in 1985, the Mets finished a close second in the division to the Cardinals with a mark of 98-64. New York subsequently ran away with the NL East in 1986 by compiling a franchise-best regular-season record of 108-54, before winning a hard-fought six-game NLCS with the Astros in which the series finale lasted 16 innings. The Mets then laid claim to their second world championship by defeating the Red Sox in seven games in the World Series, winning a memorable Game 6 by scoring three times in the bottom of the 10th inning after the first two batters failed to reach base.


Like the franchise’s first world championship ballclub, the 1986 Mets had an outstanding pitching staff that proved to be their greatest strength. Featuring a starting rotation that included Dwight Gooden, Ron Darling, Sid Fernandez, Bob Ojeda, and Rick Aguilera, and a bullpen headed by southpaw Jesse Orosco and right-hander Roger McDowell, the Mets had the ability to shut down the opposition on any given night, with their team ERA of 3.11 representing the lowest mark in the senior circuit. But while the 1969 Mets lacked offensive firepower, the same could not be said of the 1986 squad, which also led the NL with 783 runs scored. Speedsters Lenny Dykstra, Wally Backman, and Mookie Wilson did an excellent job of setting the table for middle-of-the-order RBI men Keith Hernandez, Gary Carter, and Darryl Strawberry. And Ray Knight, Howard Johnson, and Kevin Mitchell also offered solid run-production from the back end of the lineup.


A raucous and rowdy bunch that became known for their drug and alcohol usage, womanizing, and all-night partying, the Mets of the mid-1980s also possessed tremendous self-confidence, carrying themselves with a certain swagger that suggested to the opposition that they expected to win every time they took the field. But that same cockiness and arrogance ultimately contributed to their inability to win more than one championship.


Despite outstanding seasons from third baseman Howard Johnson and newly acquired left fielder Kevin McReynolds in 1987, the Mets finished three games behind the first-place Cardinals in the NL East with a record of 92-70. Re-establishing themselves as the team to beat in the NL the following year, the Mets compiled a league-best mark of 100-60 that left them 15 games ahead of the second-place Pirates in the division. But after winning 10 of their 11 meetings with the Dodgers during the regular season, the Mets suffered a stunning seven-game defeat at the hands of the Western Division champions in the NLCS.


The Mets subsequently traded away offensive catalysts Lenny Dykstra and Wally Backman the following offseason, contributing to a slow start from which they never fully recovered. Further troubled by clubhouse turmoil following an infamous Picture Day brawl between Darryl Strawberry and Keith Hernandez, the Mets finished the season with a record of just 87-75 that left them six games behind the first-place Cubs in the NL East. With the Mets struggling during the early stages of the ensuing campaign as well, they fired Davey Johnson and replaced him with Bud Harrelson, who guided them to an overall record of 91-71 and another second-place finish in the division.


Choosing to adopt a different approach the next few seasons, the Mets attempted to build their team around veteran players who had experienced success elsewhere, signing Vince Coleman, Eddie Murray, and Bobby Bonilla as free agents, while trading for pitchers Frank Tanana and Bret Saberhagen. However, New York’s experiment failed miserably, with Coleman and Saberhagen spending much of their time on the disabled list, Bonilla exhibiting unprofessional behavior toward members of the local media, and Tanana showing his age. And with Darryl Strawberry departing via free agency at the end of 1990, staff ace David Cone being dealt to the Toronto Blue Jays in August 1992, and Dwight Gooden succumbing to his addictions to drugs and alcohol that had plagued him for years, the Mets experienced a precipitous fall from grace, finishing well under .500 six straight times from 1991 to 1996, as Bud Harrelson (1991), Jeff Torborg (1992–1993), and Dallas Green (1993–1996) took turns managing the ballclub.


Meanwhile, although the Mets remained in the NL East after further expansion caused the league to adopt a new three-division alignment in 1993, they found themselves competing directly against a different set of teams, with the Phillies, Braves, Expos, and expansion Marlins being their fellow Eastern Division occupants and the Cardinals, Pirates, and Cubs shifting to the new NL Central.


After winning only 71 games the previous season, the Mets began to show signs of life under the new manager/GM tandem of Bobby Valentine and Steve Phillips in 1997, compiling a record of 88-74 that earned them a third-place finish in the NL East. Strengthened by the trade acquisitions of star catcher Mike Piazza and left-handed pitcher Al Leiter the following year, the Mets barely missed making the playoffs. However, they advanced to the postseason tournament in 1999, when, led by Piazza and a stellar infield that featured first baseman John Olerud, second baseman Edgardo Alfonzo, third baseman Robin Ventura, and shortstop Rey Ordóñez, they posted a mark of 96-66 during the regular season and then won a one-game playoff against the Cincinnati Reds to determine the NL wild-card representative. The Mets subsequently defeated the Arizona Diamondbacks 3–1 in the NLDS, with backup catcher Todd Pratt clinching the series with a walkoff homer. But the Mets fell victim to the Braves in the NLCS, losing to them in six exciting games after dropping the first three contests.


Advancing to the playoffs again as a wild card in 2000 after finishing one game behind the Braves in the NL East with a record of 94-68, the Mets needed only four games to dispose of the Giants in the NLDS, before earning their fourth trip to the World Series by defeating the Cardinals in five games in the NLCS. However, the Mets had the tables turned on them in the Fall Classic, losing to the Yankees in five games in the first Subway Series played in more than four decades.


Hampered by a series of poor moves made by Steve Phillips that included acquiring aging and ineffective players such as Mo Vaughn, Roberto Alomar, and Mike Bordick, the Mets labored in mediocrity the next three seasons, finishing well under .500 twice. Dissatisfied with his team’s performance, Fred Wilpon, who became sole owner of the Mets when he bought out partner Nelson Doubleday on August 23, 2002, relieved Phillips of his duties midway through the 2003 campaign, just a few months after he fired manager Bobby Valentine.


Faring no better under GM Jim Duquette and manager Art Howe, the Mets finished well out of contention in both 2003 and 2004, leading to the replacement of Duquette with Omar Minaya, who had previously achieved success in Montreal by making bold player moves on a limited budget. Minaya, in turn, hired as manager longtime Yankees third base coach Willie Randolph, who, aided by the arrivals in New York of top prospects David Wright and José Reyes, guided the Mets to a record of 83-79 and a third-place finish his first year in charge.


With both Wright and Reyes establishing themselves as stars, center fielder Carlos Beltrán bouncing back from a difficult first year in the Big Apple, and slugging first baseman Carlos Delgado being acquired in a trade with the Florida Marlins, the Mets proved to be the class of the NL during the 2006 regular season, posting a league-best record of 97-65 that left them 12 games ahead of the second-place Phillies in the Eastern Division. But after sweeping the Dodgers in three straight games in the NLDS, the Mets came up short against the Cardinals in the NLCS, losing to the eventual world champions in seven games.


The Mets appeared to be on the verge of winning the NL East again in 2007, holding a seven-game lead over the second-place Phillies with just 17 games remaining in the regular season. But they lost 12 of their final 17 contests, enabling the Phillies to edge them out for the division title by one game. The Mets subsequently got off to a slow start in 2008, causing Omar Minaya to replace Willie Randolph with bench coach Jerry Manuel in mid-June. Gathering themselves under Manuel, the Mets built up a 3½-game lead over the Phillies with only 17 games remaining on the schedule. But they again faltered down the stretch, losing 10 of their final 17 contests, to finish three games behind Philadelphia.


After occupying Shea Stadium for 45 years, the Mets moved into the newly constructed Citi Field in 2009. Located adjacent to the site of the Mets’ former home, Citi Field, which has a seating capacity of 41,922, very much resembles from the outside Brooklyn’s old Ebbets Field, the longtime home of the Dodgers.


But while the opening of their new home ballpark created excitement around the organization, the Mets struggled terribly their first few years at Citi Field, failing to post a winning record six straight times from 2009 to 2014 under managers Jerry Manuel (2009–2010) and Terry Collins (2011–2014) and general managers Omar Minaya (2009–2010) and Sandy Alderson (2011–2014).


Run very much like a small-market team after owners Fred Wilpon and Saul Katz agreed to pay $162 million to the victims of the Bernie Madoff Ponzi scheme in 2012, the Mets chose not to pursue any top-tier players when they became available, instead seeking bargain-basement deals on the free agent market. Nevertheless, several players distinguished themselves during this period of mediocrity. Third baseman David Wright continued to put up excellent numbers year after year. José Reyes became the first Mets player to win a batting title when he led the league with an average of .337 in 2011. Right-handed knuckleballer R. A. Dickey earned NL Cy Young honors in 2012. And that same season, Johan Santana became the first pitcher in franchise history to throw a no-hitter.


Finally emerging as contenders again following the July 31, 2015, acquisition of All-Star outfielder Yoenis Céspedes and the development of an outstanding young starting rotation that included hard-throwing right-handers Jacob deGrom, Matt Harvey, and Noah Syndergaard, the Mets captured the NL East title in 2015 by winning 38 of their final 60 games. But while Céspedes proved to be the Mets’ most dynamic hitter down the stretch, hitting 17 homers and driving in 44 runs over the final two months of the regular season, it was second baseman Daniel Murphy who stepped to the forefront during the postseason. After leading the Mets to a five-game victory over the Dodgers in the NLDS by homering three times, Murphy reached the seats another four times during their four-game sweep of the Cubs in the NLCS. However, the Mets subsequently suffered a five-game defeat at the hands of the Kansas City Royals in the World Series.


Although Jacob deGrom established himself as arguably the finest pitcher in the game over the course of the next few seasons, winning two Cy Young Awards, the Mets failed to advance to the postseason, coming closest in 2016, when they lost the NL Wild Card Game to the Giants. After the Mets posted a disappointing record of 70-92 in 2017, Terry Collins retired as manager, leading to the hiring of former Cleveland Indians coach Mickey Callaway. Callaway remained skipper for the next two years, presiding over the 2019 team that featured NL Rookie of the Year Pete Alonso, who set a new record for first-year players by hitting 53 homers, before being replaced, first by Carlos Beltrán and, later, by Mets quality control coach Luis Rojas following the conclusion of the campaign.


After failing to make the playoffs their first year under Rojas, the Mets fell under new ownership on October 30, 2020, when Steve Cohen purchased controlling interest in the team (95 percent) from the Wilpons. Dissatisfied with his new ballclub’s 77-85 showing in 2021, Cohen replaced Rojas with Buck Showalter, who guided the Mets to a 101-61 record and a wild-card playoff berth his first year in charge. However, the Mets exited the postseason tournament quickly, losing the NL Wild Card Series to the San Diego Padres in three games. With the Mets failing to perform at the same level in 2023, Showalter received his walking papers, with new GM David Stearns hiring former Yankees bench coach Carlos Mendoza as his replacement.


After getting off to a slow start their first year under Mendoza, the Mets ended up advancing to the playoffs as a wild card by finishing the season with a record of 89-73. They subsequently defeated the Brewers in three games in the NL Wild Card Series and the Phillies in four games in the NLDS, before falling to the Dodgers in six games in the NLCS. Hoping to get his team to the next level, Steve Cohen pried superstar outfielder Juan Soto away from the Yankees by signing him to a 15-year, $765 million free agent contract on December 8, 2024.


Although Soto posted excellent numbers his first year in Flushing, concluding the 2025 campaign with 43 homers, 105 RBIs, 120 runs scored, and an NL-leading 38 stolen bases, 126 walks, and .396 on-base percentage, the Mets struggled terribly the final few months of the season, relegating them to an overall record of just 83-79 that left them one game short of advancing to the playoffs. Nevertheless, with talented players such as Soto, Francisco Lindor, Pete Alonso (if he does not opt out of his contract), Brandon Nimmo, and Edwin Díaz, and an owner who appears willing to do whatever it takes to win, the Mets figure to remain serious contenders in the NL East for the foreseeable future. Their next division title will be their seventh. They have also won five pennants and two world championships.


In addition to their accomplishments as a team, the Mets have featured several players who have attained notable individual honors during their time in Queens, with the organization boasting seven Cy Young Award winners, three home-run champions, and two batting champions. A Mets pitcher has also led the NL in wins three times, ERA seven times, and strikeouts on 12 separate occasions. Furthermore, the Mets have inducted 22 players into their Hall of Fame, eight of whom have had their numbers retired by the organization. Meanwhile, 15 members of the Baseball Hall of Fame spent at least one full season playing for the Mets.





FACTORS USED TO DETERMINE RANKINGS

With the Mets having been in existence for more than six decades, it should come as no surprise that selecting the 50 greatest players in franchise history presented a difficult task. Even after settling on my top 50 players, I found myself faced with the challenge of ranking the players that remained. Certainly, the names of Tom Seaver, Keith Hernandez, Dwight Gooden, Darryl Strawberry, Mike Piazza, and David Wright would appear at, or near, the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from one person to the next. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition as being among the greatest players ever to don the team’s colors, with Jerry Koosman, Gary Carter, Jacob deGrom, Carlos Beltrán, and José Reyes heading the list of other Mets icons. But how does one differentiate between the all-around excellence of Wright and the offensive dominance of Piazza; or the superior pitching of Seaver and the extraordinary fielding and leadership of Hernandez? After initially deciding whom to include on my list, I then needed to determine what criteria I should use to formulate my final rankings.


The first thing I decided to examine was the level of dominance a player attained during his time in Flushing. How often did he lead the league in a major offensive or pitching statistical category? How did he fare in the annual MVP and/or Cy Young voting? How many times did he make the All-Star team?


I also needed to weigh the level of statistical compilation a player achieved while wearing a Mets uniform. Where does a batter rank in team annals in the major offensive categories? How high on the all-time list of Mets hurlers does a pitcher rank in wins, ERA, complete games, innings pitched, shutouts, and saves? Of course, I also needed to consider the era in which the player performed when evaluating his overall numbers. For example, current and recent starting pitchers such as Jacob deGrom and Johan Santana are not likely to throw nearly as many complete games or shutouts as Tom Seaver, who anchored New York’s starting rotation during the 1960s and 1970s.


Other important factors I needed to consider were the overall contributions a player made to the success of the team, the degree to which he improved the fortunes of the ballclub during his time in Queens, and the manner in which he impacted the team, both on and off the field. While the number of pennants or division titles the Mets won during a particular player’s years with the ballclub certainly entered into the equation, I chose not to deny a top performer his rightful place on the list if his years in Flushing happened to coincide with a lack of overall success by the team. As a result, the names of players such as John Stearns and Todd Hundley will appear in these rankings.


One other thing I should mention is that I considered a player’s performance only while playing for the Mets when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of outstanding players such as Billy Wagner and Carlos Delgado, both of whom had most of their best years while playing for other teams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. Meanwhile, the names of Hall of Fame players such as Willie Mays and Nolan Ryan are nowhere to be found.


Having established the guidelines to be used throughout this book, we are ready to take a look at the 50 greatest players in Mets history, starting with number 1 and working our way to number 50.










1


— TOM SEAVER —


Although Mike Piazza also merited brief consideration, Tom Seaver ultimately represented the only possible choice for the top spot on this list. Identified by legendary broadcaster Vin Scully as “the best right-handed pitcher I ever saw,” Seaver gained general recognition as the finest hurler of his generation over the course of a 20-year Hall of Fame career that included stints with four different teams. Most closely associated with the Mets, who he led to two pennants and one world championship, Seaver became known simply as “The Franchise” during his time in New York for the level of respectability he brought to an organization that previously experienced very little success. The winner of at least 20 games four times, Seaver also compiled an ERA under 3.00, recorded more than 200 strikeouts, and threw more than 250 innings nine times each, earning in the process nine All-Star selections, three Cy Young Awards, and four top-10 finishes in the NL Cy Young voting. The Mets career leader in wins, strike-outs, shutouts, complete games, and innings pitched, “Tom Terrific,” as he came to be known, later received the additional honors of having his number retired by the organization, being accorded a number 32 ranking by the Sporting News on that publication’s 1999 list of Baseball’s 100 Greatest Players, and gaining induction into the Baseball Hall of Fame in resounding fashion the first time his name appeared on the ballot.

Born in Fresno, California, on November 17, 1944, George Thomas Seaver developed a love for the game of baseball at an early age, recalling that when he tried unsuccessfully to sign up for Little League ball one year before he became eligible, “I went home and cried.”

Developing into an outstanding all-around athlete during his teenage years, Seaver starred in baseball and basketball at Fresno High School, earning All-City honors in both sports. Following his graduation in 1962, Seaver enrolled at Fresno City College, where he performed well enough on the diamond the next two seasons to draw interest from University of Southern California head baseball coach Rod Dedeaux, who recruited him for the Trojans. After proving himself worthy of a scholarship by excelling on the mound for the semiprofessional Alaska Goldpanners in the summer of 1964, Seaver posted a record of 10-2 as a sophomore at USC, prompting the Dodgers to select him in the 10th round of the June 1965 MLB Amateur Draft. But with the Dodgers offering him just $2,000 to sign with them, Seaver chose instead to return to school.
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Tom Seaver is generally recognized as one of the greatest right-handed pitchers in the history of the game.



Although the Braves selected Seaver seven months later in the first round of the January 1966 MLB Draft, with the 20th overall pick, they violated MLB rules by not signing him until after USC began its season. His contract subsequently voided by MLB commissioner William Eckert, Seaver became the prize in a lottery held among teams willing to match Atlanta’s signing bonus of $51,000. Beating out two other teams for his services, the Mets inked Seaver to a deal, after which he joined the organization’s top farm club in Jacksonville.

Excelling in his first year of pro ball, Seaver compiled a record of 12-12 and an ERA of 3.13, threw four shutouts, and struck out 188 batters in 210 innings pitched. Displaying at a very young age the maturity and professionalism that he exhibited throughout his career, Seaver drew praise from Suns manager Solly Hemus, who insisted that his “35-year-old head attached to a 21-year-old body” made him ready for prime time. Agreeing with his rival manager’s assessment after watching Seaver from the opposing dugout one afternoon, then-Rochester and future Orioles skipper Earl Weaver later said, “It was apparent in Tom Seaver’s pro debut that he was ready for the majors. He had an excellent fastball and slider, and he put them precisely where he wanted to, in and out on the black of the plate, mostly knee-high. After Jacksonville beat us, I phoned [Baltimore general manager] Harry Dalton and said that Seaver was going to be sensational, and the Orioles could give up a piece of the franchise and do well to get him.”

Promoted to the parent club after just one year in the minors, Seaver performed exceptionally well in his first big-league season, earning NL Rookie of the Year honors and the first of his seven consecutive All-Star nominations by going 16-13 with an ERA of 2.76, 170 strikeouts, 18 complete games, and 251 innings pitched for a team that won only 61 games.

Recalling his early thoughts on Seaver, Mets catcher Jerry Grote said, “I didn’t feel there was any way he could miss. I mean, here was a guy who was throwing gas, the mid-90s, on the corners.”

Seaver also made a strong impression on Reds Hall of Fame receiver Johnny Bench, who stated, “I remember the first time I faced him. ‘Here it is, hit it. That’s what I got. It’s probably better than what you got, and here it is, hit it.’ The Mets were the buffoons of baseball. He gave them respect. All of a sudden, credibility was there.”

Meanwhile, longtime Mets broadcaster Howie Rose claimed that Seaver brought a sense of hope to the fans at Shea Stadium his first year in Queens, saying, “There had always been this inescapable culture of losing, and at least among their fans, a growing sense of losing was going to be something permanent.… People who watched Seaver as a rookie got the sense that they had finally developed a player who was capable of doing special things, and, therefore, capable of helping the Mets achieve some pretty good things of their own along the way.”

Even better in 1968, Seaver compiled a record of 16-12 and ranked among the league leaders with a 2.20 ERA, a WHIP of 0.978, 205 strikeouts, five shutouts, and 278 innings pitched, before establishing himself as arguably the finest pitcher in the game over the course of the next five seasons by posting the following numbers:





	
	W-L
	ERA
	SO
	SHO
	CG
	IP
	WHIP





	1969
	
25–7
	2.21
	208
	5
	18
	273.1
	1.039



	1970
	18–12
	2.82
	283
	2
	19
	290.2
	1.077



	1971
	20–10
	1.76
	289
	4
	21
	286.1
	0.946



	1972
	21–12
	2.92
	249
	3
	13
	262
	1.115



	1973
	19–10
	2.08
	251
	3
	18
	290
	0.976






*Please note that any numbers printed in bold throughout this book signify that the player led the NL in that statistical category that year.





Consistently ranking among the league leaders in every major statistical category for pitchers, Seaver, in addition to gaining All-Star recognition each season, earned Cy Young honors twice (1969 and 1973), three top-10 finishes in the NL MVP voting, and a pair of Sporting News NL All-Star nominations. More importantly, Seaver led the Mets to their first pennant and world championship in 1969, before serving as the central figure on a team that won the pennant again in 1973, with Hall of Fame slugger and legendary Mets announcer Ralph Kiner later saying, “Tom Seaver was the driving force behind the players, always pushing the team to be better than they were, never letting them settle.”

The 6'1", 200-pound Seaver, whose repertoire of pitches included a mid-90s fastball, an excellent curve, and an outstanding slider, employed near-perfect pitching mechanics on the mound that thousands of Little Leaguers during the 1960s and 1970s tried to imitate. A classic power pitcher, Seaver used a drop-and-drive delivery that caused his back (right) knee to scrape the dirt on the mound as he released the ball.

Expressing his admiration for the league’s top pitcher, Pirates starter Steve Blass stated, “Tom Seaver is the perfect example of a power pitcher that can pitch to spots, and that’s an unbeatable combination.”

In addition to his natural ability and superior mechanics, Seaver possessed a tremendous intellect that helped set him apart from other hurlers. A student of pitching, Seaver received high praise for his knowledge of his craft from Johnny Bench, who said, “I never knew a pitcher with such knowledge of pitching. He had such a great mind, he could out-think the hitters.”

Bothered by a sore hip in 1974, Seaver finished the season with a record of just 11-11 and an ERA of 3.20, although he still managed to throw 236 innings and rank among the league leaders with 201 strikeouts and five shutouts. Fully healthy by the start of the ensuing campaign, Seaver returned to top form, earning Cy Young honors for the third time, his eighth All-Star nomination, and another top-10 finish in the NL MVP balloting by leading the league with 22 victories (against nine losses) and 243 strikeouts, while also ranking among the leaders with a 2.38 ERA, a WHIP of 1.088, five shutouts, 15 complete games, and 280⅓ innings pitched.

Although Seaver gained All-Star recognition again in 1976 by finishing third in the league with a 2.59 ERA, a WHIP of 1.063, five shutouts, and 271 innings pitched, throwing 13 complete games, and setting a major-league record by striking out more than 200 batters (235) for the ninth straight time, the Mets’ feeble offense relegated him to a record of just 14-11. Continuing to perform well in 1977, Seaver won seven of his first 10 decisions despite receiving very little run-support from his teammates. But with contract squabbles and philosophical differences with general manager M. Donald Grant creating an adversarial relationship between the two parties, the Mets completed a trade with the Reds on June 15, 1977, that sent Seaver to Cincinnati for pitcher Pat Zachry, second baseman Doug Flynn, and young outfielders Steve Henderson and Dan Norman in a deal that the New York newspapers subsequently referred to as “The Midnight Massacre.”

While some members of the local media, particularly Dick Young of the New York Daily News, spread misinformation about the reasons behind the trade, Seaver told Kent Hannon of Sports Illustrated later in 1977, “The money was always secondary to my loyalty to the Mets. The people who think I was bitter about not making more money or who think I was trying to force a trade by asking that my contract be renegotiated won’t believe me. But for the record, my loyalty to the Mets and my desire to make them competitive always came first. I don’t think I’ve shown myself to be a greedy person.”

Four years later, looking back at the events that transpired at the time, Seaver’s wife, Nancy, told Frank Deford of that same publication, “With him, it was a matter of loyalty. And his loyalty was thrown into his face. Tom was hurt badly. I don’t think, even now, he’d like to admit how much. He wanted to live and die at Shea Stadium. And they jilted him.”

While news of the deal broke the hearts of Mets fans and destroyed the morale of the team, which subsequently entered an extended period of futility that lasted nearly a decade, Reds manager Sparky Anderson exulted, “This gives us the premier pitcher in baseball. Seaver just keeps climbing, and he may be the all-time all-timer before he is through.”

Expressing concern over the addition of Seaver to his team’s chief rival, Dodgers second baseman Davey Lopes said, “This has to be one of the biggest steals since the Babe Ruth trade. A trade is supposed to help both teams. But I don’t think the Mets are as good a club as they were before. I can’t see how they improved their team one iota.”

Making an extremely favorable impression on his new teammates the rest of the year, Seaver, who posted a record of 14-3 following his arrival in Cincinnati that gave him an overall mark of 21-6, drew high praise from Joe Morgan, who stated, “It is something to watch him pitch. I always marveled at him when I was on the other team. But now, seeing him all the time, I say to myself, ‘How did you ever get a hit off him?’”

Commenting years later on Seaver’s intelligence and knowledge of opposing hitters, Johnny Bench said, “Some pitchers I could put on autopilot. Tom Seaver knew what he wanted to do and how he wanted to do it. When he pitched, I called the pitches he wanted to throw, not the ones I wanted him to throw.”

Seaver ended up spending parts of six seasons in Cincinnati, compiling an overall record of 75-46 and a composite ERA of 3.18, en route to earning three more All-Star selections and another three top-five finishes in the Cy Young voting. But with an aging and often-injured Seaver going just 5-13 with a 5.50 ERA in 1982, the Reds traded him back to the Mets at the end of the year for three undistinguished players.

Unfortunately, Seaver’s second tour of duty in New York lasted just one season since the Mets left him unprotected in the free agent compensation pool after he went just 9-14 with a 3.55 ERA for them in 1983. Subsequently claimed by the Chicago White Sox, Seaver split the next three seasons between the White Sox and Red Sox, posting a total of 33 victories during his time in Chicago, before announcing his retirement following the conclusion of the 1986 campaign.

Over 20 big-league seasons, Seaver compiled a record of 311-205, an ERA of 2.86, and a WHIP of 1.121, threw 231 complete games and 61 shutouts, and struck out 3,640 batters in 4,783 total innings of work. As a member of the Mets, Seaver posted an overall mark of 198-124, an ERA of 2.57, and a WHIP of 1.076, tossed 171 complete games and 44 shutouts, and recorded 2,541 strikeouts in 3,045⅔ innings pitched. A decent hitter, Seaver also homered 12 times, knocked in 86 runs, and batted .154 in a total of 1,552 plate appearances over the course of his career.

Elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame the first time his name appeared on the ballot, Seaver, who Hank Aaron identified as the toughest pitcher he ever faced, and Bob Gibson, Juan Marichal, Jim Palmer, Nolan Ryan, Steve Carlton, Bert Blyleven, and Don Sutton all named as the best pitcher of their generation in an ESPN poll, entered Cooperstown having received the highest percentage of votes ever accorded any player up until that time (98.84 percent).

Following his playing days, Seaver spent five seasons serving as a broad caster on Yankees telecasts and another seven announcing Mets games, while also working as a public relations representative for the Chase Manhattan Bank. Eventually leaving his home in Connecticut and returning to his native California with his wife, Nancy, Seaver established a winery in the city of Calistoga, which he continued to operate until the dementia he developed some six years earlier forced him to retire from public life in 2019. The man once known as “The Franchise” and “Tom Terrific” lived until August 31, 2020, when he died in his sleep at the age of 75 from complications of Lewy body dementia and COVID-19.

Upon learning of his passing, Ed Kranepool said of his longtime Mets teammate, “He turned the organization around from a laughingstock ball-club into a complete team instantly. You knew every time out you were going to be a competitive team … It’s a sad day in Metsville. We lost our star and our leader.”

Ron Swoboda, another former Mets teammate, stated, “You put a bunch of guys together of varying abilities and you know who the great ones are. When you played behind Tom Seaver, you were playing behind greatness. And you saw it almost every game.”

Recalling the influence that Seaver had on him, former Mets pitcher Jon Matlack said, “He was the consummate pro. He pitched the right way because he did everything in his life the right way. He worked hard. He studied the game. He treated people with respect. You couldn’t ask for a better teammate or a better guy to work with and work alongside. You couldn’t ask for a better role model.”

Fellow Mets great Mike Piazza said of Seaver, “He will always be the heart and soul of the Mets, the standard which all Mets aspire to.”

Meanwhile, Mets owner Fred Wilpon put Seaver’s career in its proper perspective when he issued a statement that read: “He was simply the greatest Mets player of all-time and among the best to ever play the game.”


METS CAREER HIGHLIGHTS


Best Season

With the Mets winning the World Series and Seaver earning a runner-up finish to Willie McCovey in the NL MVP voting, being named the winner of the Cy Young Award, and being presented with the Hickok Belt as the top professional athlete of the year, the 1969 campaign is generally considered to be his signature season. However, even though Seaver finished second in the Cy Young balloting to Ferguson Jenkins in 1971, he posted the best overall numbers of his career, concluding the campaign with a record of 20-10, 18 complete games, 286⅓ innings pitched, and a league-leading 1.76 ERA, 0.946 WHIP, and 289 strikeouts.




Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances

Seaver came within two outs of throwing a perfect game on July 9, 1969, when he recorded 11 strikeouts and yielded just a one-out single to center field by outfielder Jim Qualls in the top of the ninth inning of a 4–0 shutout of the Cubs.

Seaver turned in another dominant performance on April 22, 1970, when, in addition to allowing just two hits and two walks during a 2–1 win over the Padres, he tied Steve Carlton’s then-major-league record for a nine-inning game by registering 19 strikeouts, punctuating his extraordinary effort by fanning the last 10 batters he faced.

Seaver registered 15 strikeouts and surrendered just one hit and three walks during a 4–0 shutout of the Phillies on May 15, 1970, yielding only a third-inning single by catcher Mike Compton.

In addition to allowing just three hits and three walks during a 7–1 complete-game victory over the Montreal Expos on July 9, 1970, Seaver hit the first home run of his career.

Seaver threw 27 consecutive scoreless innings from April 6 to April 21, 1971, highlighting his streak with a three-hit, 1–0 shutout of the Pirates on April 16 during which he fanned 14 batters.

Seaver helped his own cause on June 24, 1971, when he delivered the decisive blow of a 2–1 victory over Montreal by homering with no one on base in the top of the eighth inning.

Seaver threw another 31⅔ consecutive scoreless frames from August 6 to August 21, 1971.

Seaver tossed a two-hit shutout against Montreal on September 6, 1971, recording 12 strikeouts, issuing two walks, and yielding only a pair of harmless singles by third baseman Ron Hunt and second baseman Gary Sutherland during a 7–0 Mets win.

Seaver held the hard-hitting Pirates to just one hit and one walk during a 3–1 Mets win on September 26, 1971, allowing just a seventh-inning walk by second baseman Dave Cash and a single by right fielder Vic Davalillo in the same frame.

In addition to surrendering just five hits during a complete-game 2–1 victory over the eventual NL champion Reds on June 18, 1972, Seaver knocked in the game’s decisive run with a solo homer in the top of the seventh inning.

Although Seaver issued four walks during a 2–0 shutout of San Diego on July 4, 1972, he held the Padres hitless until left fielder Leron Lee delivered their only safety of the contest when he singled to center field with one man out in the top of the ninth inning.

Seaver dominated Pittsburgh’s lineup on September 29, 1972, recording 13 strikeouts, issuing two walks, and surrendering just a fourth-inning single by Al Oliver and a seventh-inning single by Richie Hebner during a 1–0 shutout.

Seaver again shut out the Pirates on just two hits on May 12, 1973, yielding only a pair of harmless singles by Willie Stargell and opposing pitcher Bob Moose during a 6–0 Mets win.

Seaver recorded 16 strikeouts and allowed just three hits during a complete-game 5–2 victory over the Giants on May 29, 1973.

Seaver surrendered just two hits and one walk during a 7–0 shutout of the Padres on August 15, 1973, yielding only a fifth-inning single by shortstop Derrell Thomas and a sixth-inning single by left fielder Jerry Morales.

Although he didn’t figure in the decision, Seaver displayed his mettle on May 1, 1974, by working the first 12 frames of a 2–1, 14-inning loss to the Dodgers, allowing just three hits and one run, while recording 16 strikeouts.

Seaver fashioned another lengthy scoreless innings streak from June 5 to June 20, 1975, going 28⅔ straight frames without allowing a run, with the highlight of the streak coming on the 15th of the month, when he surrendered just three hits during a 6–0 shutout of the Padres.

Seaver threw the last of his five career one-hitters on April 17, 1977, when he issued four walks and yielded only a fifth-inning single by third baseman Steve Ontiveros during a 6–0 shutout of the Cubs.




Notable Achievements


	Won at least 20 games four times, surpassing 18 victories two other times.

	Compiled ERA under 3.00 nine times, posting mark under 2.00 once.

	Posted WHIP under 1.000 three times.

	
Struck out more than 200 batters nine times.

	Threw more than 250 innings nine times.

	Threw at least 18 complete games five times.

	Led NL pitchers in wins twice, ERA three times, WHIP twice, strikeouts five times, complete games once, and strikeouts-to-walks ratio twice.

	Finished second in NL in wins three times, winning percentage once, WHIP twice, strikeouts once, and complete games twice.

	Holds Mets single-season records for most wins (25 in 1969), strike-outs (289 in 1971), complete games (21 in 1971), and innings pitched (290⅔ in 1970).

	Holds Mets career records for most wins (198), strikeouts (2,541), shutouts (44), complete games (171), innings pitched (3,045⅔), and starts (395).

	Ranks among Mets career leaders with 2.57 ERA (2nd), 1.076 WHIP (2nd), .615 winning percentage (3rd), and 401 pitching appearances (4th).

	Two-time division champion (1969 and 1973).

	Two-time NL champion (1969 and 1973).

	1969 world champion.

	1967 NL Rookie of the Year.

	Three-time NL Player of the Week.

	Two-time NL Pitcher of the Month.

	1969 winner of Hickok Belt as top professional athlete of the year.

	Three-time NL Cy Young Award winner (1969, 1973, and 1975).

	Finished second in 1971 NL Cy Young voting.

	Finished in top 10 of NL MVP voting four times, placing as high as second in 1969.

	Nine-time NL All-Star selection (1967, 1968, 1969, 1970, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, and 1976).

	Three-time Sporting News NL All-Star selection (1969, 1973, and 1975).

	Two-time Sporting News NL Pitcher of the Year (1969 and 1975).

	#41 retired by Mets.

	Inducted into Mets Hall of Fame in 1988.

	Number 32 on the Sporting News 1999 list of Baseball’s 100 Greatest Players.

	Elected to Baseball Hall of Fame by members of BBWAA in 1992.
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— MIKE PIAZZA —


Regarded by many as the greatest-hitting catcher in MLB history, Mike Piazza compiled some truly exceptional offensive numbers during his 16-year Hall of Fame career that included stints with five different teams. Having most of his finest seasons for the Dodgers and Mets, Piazza, who hit more homers than any other receiver in the history of the game, earned five All-Star nominations and five top-10 finishes in the NL MVP voting during his time in Los Angeles, before gaining All-Star recognition another seven times and garnering two more top-10 finishes in the league MVP balloting as a member of the Mets by hitting more than 30 homers and batting over .300 four times each, while also driving in more than 100 runs and posting an OPS over 1.000 twice each. Along the way, Piazza helped revive a franchise that had compiled a winning record in just one of the previous seven seasons, with his many contributions to the organization prompting the Mets to retire his #31 and induct him into their Hall of Fame.

Born in Norristown, Pennsylvania, on September 4, 1968, Michael Joseph Piazza grew up in nearby Phoenixville rooting for the Philadelphia Phillies and his favorite player, Mike Schmidt. A huge baseball fan, Piazza had the opportunity to serve as the Dodgers batboy when they played in Philadelphia one summer due to his father’s friendship with Los Angeles manager Tommy Lasorda. Although only 13 years old at the time, Piazza gave an early indication of his hitting prowess one day when he drove a ball into the seats at Veterans Stadium during batting practice.

Eventually establishing himself as a star on the diamond at Phoenix-ville High School, Piazza batted .442 and hit 11 home runs his senior year. Nevertheless, he received little interest from college scouts, forcing him to enroll at Miami-Dade Community College. Piazza subsequently spent two seasons playing first base for the Sharks, before entering the 1988 MLB Amateur Draft after batting .364 as a sophomore. Finally selected by the Dodgers in the 62nd round as a favor to Tommy Lasorda, Piazza heeded the advice of his dad’s close friend and traded in his first baseman’s glove for a catcher’s mitt, believing that doing so would give him his best chance of making it to the majors. Yet, while Piazza acquiesced to Lasorda’s wishes, he began his professional career with a huge chip on his shoulder, recalling years later, “Nobody wanted me. Scouts told me to go to school, to forget baseball. Coaches said, ‘You’re never going to make it.’ I appreciated their honesty because I think when someone tells you something you may not like you have to use that as fuel for motivation.”


[image: fig_12_1.jpg]
Mike Piazza helped restore the Mets to prominence during the late 1990s.



Piazza ended up spending almost four full seasons in the minor leagues, struggling defensively behind the plate but eventually developing into a solid hitter, before joining the parent club in September 1992. Named the Dodgers’ starting catcher prior to the start of the ensuing campaign, Piazza began an exceptional five-year run during which he averaged 34 homers and 105 RBIs, while also batting well over .300 each season and posting an OPS over 1.000 twice. An All-Star and Silver Slugger winner each year, Piazza performed especially well in 1997, when he earned a runner-up finish in the NL MVP voting by placing near the top of the league rankings with 40 homers, 124 RBIs, 201 hits, a .362 batting average, and an OPS of 1.070.

With Piazza set to become a free agent following the conclusion of the 1998 campaign, the Dodgers offered him a six-year, $80 million contract during spring training. But Piazza rejected their offer, prompting teammate Brett Butler to comment, “Mike Piazza is the greatest hitter I have ever been around. But you can’t build around Piazza because he’s not a leader.”

Proving to be somewhat more diplomatic, sportswriter Tim Kurkjian later wrote, “I don’t think Piazza was very happy being a Dodger by then. If he was, he would have been thrilled to take that deal. So, I think he was ready to move on. I don’t blame him for that. I don’t blame the Dodgers, either. It was time for some new chemistry on that club.”

Although Piazza began the 1998 season in Los Angeles, the Dodgers included him in a seven-player trade they completed with the Marlins on May 14 that also sent Todd Zeile to Florida in exchange for Gary Sheffield, Bobby Bonilla, Charles Johnson, Jim Eisenreich, and Manuel Barrios. However, just eight days later, the Marlins dealt Piazza to the Mets for promising young outfielder Preston Wilson, pitcher Ed Yarnall, and minor-league hurler Geoff Goetz.

Performing extremely well the rest of the year, Piazza hit 23 homers, knocked in 76 runs, batted .348, and posted an OPS of 1.024 in 109 games with the Mets, enabling him to finish the season with 32 home runs, 111 RBIs, a .328 batting average, and an OPS of .960. Piazza followed that up with four more excellent seasons, posting the following numbers from 1999 to 2002:





	
	HR
	RBI
	RUNS
	AVG
	OBP
	SLG
	OPS





	1999
	40
	124
	100
	.303
	.361
	.575
	.936



	2000
	38
	113
	90
	.324
	.398
	.614
	1.012



	2001
	36
	94
	81
	.300
	.384
	.573
	.957



	2002
	33
	98
	69
	.280
	.359
	.544
	.903







The Mets’ top power threat throughout the period, Piazza led the team in homers, RBIs, slugging percentage, and OPS all four years, setting a new franchise record (since broken) in 1999 by driving in 124 runs, before establishing another franchise mark the following year by registering at least one RBI in 15 straight games. An All-Star and Silver Slugger winner each season, Piazza also earned two top-10 finishes in the NL MVP voting, placing third in the balloting in 2000, when he led the Mets to their second consecutive postseason appearance and a trip to the World Series.

Extremely strong, the right-handed hitting Piazza, who stood 6'3" and weighed 225 pounds, possessed tremendous power to all fields, hitting many of his homers to center and right-center. Piazza also did not strike out as often as most sluggers, fanning more than 90 times in a season just once his entire career. Meanwhile, Piazza’s ability to hit for both power and average made him one of the finest all-around batsmen in either league.

Nevertheless, Piazza’s mere presence in the middle of the lineup may well have been his greatest contribution to the Mets. The team’s first true superstar since the glory days of the 1980s, Piazza helped bring credibility back to the organization, as former Met Rusty Staub suggested when he said, “Piazza immediately changed the culture around the team almost single-handedly. After a decade of malaise, they became relevant again.”

Still, Piazza had his detractors, with fans and the media often criticizing him for his defensive shortcomings, which included a weak throwing arm that enabled him to throw out only 23 percent of attempted base-stealers over the course of his career. However, pitchers who worked with Piazza viewed him far more favorably, claiming that his weak arm overshadowed everything else he did on defense. Speaking on behalf of his former team-mate, Hall of Fame pitcher Tom Glavine, who spent three years in New York throwing to Piazza, told NJ Advanced Media in 2014, “He did a lot of things well behind the plate. Yeah, he wasn’t the greatest thrower. That unfortunately translated into people thinking that some of his other game wasn’t as good as it was. He called a good game. He received the ball fine. He blocked balls fine. But so often catchers are defined defensively on how well they throw, and there’s much more that goes into just being a good defensive catcher than being able to throw.”

Meanwhile, former Dodgers teammate and catcher extraordinaire Mike Scioscia said of his onetime protégé, “You had to see Mike from the early days to appreciate how far he came. He made himself into a guy who could go out and catch.”

There were also those who found fault with Piazza for his laid-back personality and what they perceived to be his lack of fire, finding particularly objectionable his response to the overly aggressive behavior exhibited toward him by Yankees pitcher Roger Clemens in Game 2 of the 2000 World Series. After being hit in the head by a Clemens fastball the last time the two players faced each other at Yankee Stadium some three months earlier, Piazza fouled off a pitch in his first plate appearance against him, breaking his bat in the process. As Piazza began to jog toward first base, Clemens picked up the splintered bat, which had rolled out toward the mound, and threw it in his direction, later claiming that he thought it was the ball. Although Piazza took two or three steps toward Clemens, yelling at him, “What is your problem?” he returned peacefully to his place in the batter’s box when he failed to get a response. While some felt that Piazza showed great restraint by choosing not to sink to his antagonist’s level, others believed that he should have responded in kind.

Piazza remained in New York for three more years, serving as the Mets’ primary catcher most of that time, although he also saw a significant amount of action at first base in 2004. Experiencing a precipitous decline in offensive productions as age and injuries began to take their toll on him, Piazza failed to hit more than 20 homers, drive in more than 62 runs, or bat any higher than .286 from 2003 to 2005. Nevertheless, he received another two All-Star nominations, before signing with the San Diego Padres as a free agent at the end of 2005 when the Mets showed little interest in retaining his services.

Piazza, who hit 220 homers, knocked in 655 runs, scored 532 times, recorded 1,028 hits, 193 doubles, and two triples, batted .296, compiled an on-base percentage of .373, and posted a slugging percentage of .542 in his eight years with the Mets, subsequently split the next two seasons between the Padres and Oakland Athletics, before announcing his retirement on May 20, 2008, in a press release, which read: “Los Angeles, San Diego, Oakland and Miami—whether it was at home or on the road, you were all so supportive over the years. But I have to say that my time with the Mets wouldn’t have been the same without the greatest fans in the world. One of the hardest moments of my career was walking off the field at Shea Stadium and saying goodbye. My relationship with you made my time in New York the happiest of my career, and for that, I will always be grateful. So today, I walk away with no regrets. I knew this day was coming, and over the last two years I started to make my peace with it.”

Although Piazza ended his career with Hall of Fame numbers that included 427 homers (396 of which came as a catcher), 1,335 RBIs, 1,048 runs scored, 2,127 hits, 344 doubles, a .308 batting average, a .377 on-base percentage, and a .545 slugging percentage, he failed to gain admittance to Cooperstown the first three times his name appeared on the ballot due to rumors surrounding his purported use of steroids. While Piazza denied using performance-enhancing drugs on multiple occasions, an except from author Jeff Pearlman’s 2010 book, The Rocket That Fell to Earth: Roger Clemens and the Rage for Baseball Immortality, suggested otherwise, revealing: “According to several sources, when the subject of performance-enhancing was broached with reporters he especially trusted, Piazza fessed up. ‘Sure, I use,’ he told one. ‘But in limited doses, and not all that often.’”

The excerpt also quoted an anonymous player who competed against Piazza for years as saying, “There was nothing more obvious than Mike on steroids. Everyone talked about it, everyone knew it. Guys on my team, guys on the Mets. A lot of us came up playing against Mike, so we knew what he looked like back in the day. Frankly, he sucked on the field. Just sucked. After his body changed, he was entirely different. ‘Power from nowhere,’ we called it.”
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