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PREFACE

If you are a fan of the New York Mets, it’s very likely that the 31 moments featured in this book are all too familiar to you. However, hopefully true fans will enjoy taking a step back in time to read about these exciting moments, many of which include new perspectives and firsthand accounts. Why 31? Well, if you need to ask, then this book might not be for you. For the rest of you, please read on.

Since this book spans more than 50 years of Mets baseball history, there is something for everyone who pulls for the Blue and Orange—from the franchise’s very first win in 1962 to their most unlikely home run hitter in 2016.

One of the things about rooting for a team is the relationship that develops between the fans and the men who describe all of the action—the radio and television announcers. The way that the announcers describe the action often becomes what we remember first about many of these miracle moments. From 1962 through 1978 only three men—Ralph Kiner, Bob Murphy, and Lindsey Nelson—called every Mets game, alternating between television and radio. In recent years, the close bond between announcers and fans has been carried on by Howie Rose and Josh Lewin on radio and Gary Cohen, Keith Hernandez, and Ron Darling on television. The relationship is more than just that of announcer and fan, however. Considering how much time Mets fans spend with these voices during the baseball seasons—which add up over the years—the relationship becomes something much more familial. How the game is called can truly influence how we remember particular plays, specific games, and individual moments.

Mets fans can relate to phrases such as “Little roller up along first,” “This one’s got a chance,” and “He made the catch!” When the Mets hit a big home run, if you’re watching on television, you expect to hear “Outta here! Outta here!” from Gary Cohen. And when the Mets win, if fans are listening on radio, they know that they can “Put it in the books!” thanks to Howie Rose. The truth is that the calls, in many cases, have become as much a part of these moments as the moments themselves. To that end, in many of the chapters you are about to read, the transcription of a radio or television call will be included to help bring the moment to life. Those calls, after all, are a part of the fabric of what it means to be a Mets fan.
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REGULAR-SEASON MOMENTS

 






 

On the surface, it all seems so unimpressive. If you look at the Mets’ all-time regular-season record you will see that entering the 2018 campaign the team had won 4,285 times and lost 4,647 times. To think the Mets will ever get back to .500 seems unlikely, even to the most ardent of fans. In order to make up the 362-game difference, the Mets would need to win around 95 or more games for about 13-straight seasons. But Mets fans know that they need to dig a little deeper. There is nothing “surface” about being a Mets fan. In fact, there’s not a die-hard Mets fan around who would give back one of the times the Mets graduated from the regular season.

And at the end of the day, Mets fans tend to stick with their team.

Legendary New York Daily News columnist and cartoonist Bill Gallo once wrote:

Show me a dyed-in-the-wool Met fan, and I’ll show you the most intense, most loyal, most baseball-savvy and tormented soul you’re apt to find rooting in any stadium. This kind of Met fan has to be all these things because he has watched his beloved team reach the ultimate highs of glory and suffered through the terrible times when his club played like ragamuffins.

After suffering through a record of 394 wins and 737 losses in their first seven seasons, the Mets shocked the world by having a 1969 season that will never be forgotten. On their way to making an incredible regular-season comeback to catch the Chicago Cubs and win the National League East, Tom Seaver gave Mets fans a night to remember by flirting with perfection. That moment—one of three chapters that focus on Seaver—is just one of the 17 moments during the regular season that are featured in Part I of this book.

The following section covers the team’s very first victory in 1962, as well as memorable moments from stars such as Willie Mays, Lee Mazzilli, Doc Gooden, Mike Piazza, Edgardo Alfonzo, Johan Santana, Bartolo Colón, and many more. Each of the Mets’ six decades are represented with at least two moments, so Part I really includes something for every fan.

With that said, let’s play ball!
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Finally, a Win! (1962)
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When you plunge into the history made by the New York Metropolitan Baseball Club, you cannot help but feel a familial connection to the makers of that history. Mets fans are among the most loyal fans there are, enduring plenty of ups and downs along the way—just like any family. There are good days, there are bad days, there are days you choose not to remember, and there are days that you will never forget.

On April 23, 2015, the New York Mets had a good day and defeated the Atlanta Braves by a score of 6–3. It was the team’s 11th-straight victory and gave the first-place Mets a 13–3 mark on the young season. The winning pitcher for that game was a forty-one-year-old by the name of Bartolo Colón, who improved his record to 4 wins with no losses.

Ultimately that team, as all Mets fans well remember, went on to win the National League East and the National League pennant and fell just short of its ultimate goal, losing in the World Series to the Kansas City Royals. Those were memorable moments to be sure.

Six decades earlier, on April 23, 1962, the Mets were also looking to secure a victory—not to extend a winning streak but to end a rather dubious losing streak. They had already endured many days that they would choose not to remember. You see, on April 23 the Mets were getting set to play the 10th game of the season and—more specifically—the 10th game in team history. The thing is, they hadn’t won yet.

The Mets were born out of the once vibrant National League baseball presence in New York City long vacated by the Brooklyn Dodgers and New York Giants. When they created the baseball cap for the Mets, ownership decided to go with a mash-up of Dodgers blue and the orange interlocked NY that had once adorned the Giants’ caps. The Mets were the new kids in town but not exactly new kids to baseball. Made up of well-past-their-prime veterans who all possessed turnstile-friendly names and some other guys who would never have a prime, the Mets were led by one of the most successful managers of all time.
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Jay Hook earned the first-ever victory for the Mets.

While the 1962 roster would soon become known as Casey Stengel’s lovable bunch of Mets, they were still professional baseball players. The lovable-losers label wouldn’t come until much later on, and make no mistake, these men were not laughing at their 0–9 start.

“There was pressure with Casey because he didn’t want to be embarrassed,” said starting pitcher Jay Hook, who was drafted by the Mets from the Cincinnati Reds as the third pick in the premium phase of the 1961 expansion draft. “I am sure there was really more pressure on Casey than maybe on the players themselves. We had a bunch of guys who knew what they were doing, when you think of guys like Gil Hodges, Duke Snider, and Richie Ashburn. It was just a matter of time before we were going to win a game.”

That time, it turned out, was on April 23, as unlikely as that may have seemed heading into Game 10 of the season. The Mets’ opponent that night was the Pittsburgh Pirates, who had jumped out to a fast 10–0 record. The Pirates, led by guys like Roberto Clemente, Bill Mazeroski, and Dick Groat, among others, did not appear to have any use for the Mets, whom they had beaten five times already in 1962.

For the Mets, however, enough was enough. Or, quite possibly, the Baseball Gods had had enough fun for one April.

“One of the great things about baseball is that it’s a new game everyday,” said Hook, who was tapped to start the Mets’ 10th game of the season.

Hook had pitched a strong eight innings in his first outing of the season, only to get a no-decision when the Mets lost to the Houston Colt .45s to drop to 0–5.

This time things would be different for Hook and the Mets, however, who scratched out an early 2–0 lead in the top of the first thanks to two sacrifice flies.

“The Pirates had a really good team, and we got out ahead of them,” Hook remembered. “That made it a little easier.”

For a team that in its first couple of weeks found nothing come easy, the floodgates opened at Forbes Field that night for the Mets. Even Hook, who played many different positions growing up, got into the hitting spree. It was Hook’s two-run single that extended the Mets’ lead to 4–0 in the top of the second inning.

“Early in spring training, Rogers Hornsby was one of our coaches,” said Hook. Hornsby, of course, had been inducted into the Hall of Fame 20 years earlier and had a lifetime batting average of .358. He knew a thing or two about hitting. More specifically, he was one of the greatest hitters to ever live. “After some of our practices, I would ask Rogers if he would come into the batting cage, and I spent a lot of time practicing hitting and bunting. I wasn’t a bad hitter in high school or in college, but the reason I did that was I thought that if they don’t have to take me out for a pinch-hitter because I was an automatic out, I would have the chance to go deeper into games. So I had practiced my hitting a lot. I went up expecting to get a hit, even though I didn’t get too many. I didn’t want to be an automatic out.”

With his hit and 2 RBIs in his pocket, Hook continued to cruise on the mound that night.

“The pitchers developed a motto, or at least I did, and that was ‘Don’t give up a run because you’ll lose the chance for a tie,’ ” Hook said with a hearty laugh.

When it was all said and done, Hook had given up only 1 run, scattered 5 hits, and pitched a complete game to lead the Mets to a 9–1 win—the franchise’s first.

“It’s fun,” said Hook, reminiscing about the victory 50-plus years later. “You look back on something in your life and there’s something that you always think about and that would have to be the thing. I still get maybe 10 letters a month with baseball cards in them.”

One of the most impressive parts of the victory for Hook, as he looks back, was that he pitched a complete game—although that was nothing particularly special or unique for his time. In fact, in 1962 Hook had 13 complete games. In 2015, when the Mets won the National League pennant, only Bartolo Colón pitched a complete game. In fact, in 2015, no team in the major leagues had more than 11 complete games. The 1962 Mets—the worst team in baseball history—had 43 complete games.

“Baseball has certainly changed,” Hook said. “Now, if a guy goes six innings they think he’s had a quality start, but back then if we didn’t complete games you would go to negotiate your contract and the general manager would say, ‘Well, you only completed 12 games’ or something like that. It was definitely looked at as a negative if you didn’t complete games.”

The Mets’ celebratory ways that night would be short-lived. The team went on to lose seven of its next nine games and, as all Mets fans know, lost 120 games that first season.

Fans, despite their enthusiasm and excitement to have a National League team back in New York, were given a small dose in 1962—albeit extreme—of what it would mean at times to be a Mets fan. Never, however, have those fans wavered.

When the Mets have been down, their fans have been there with them—there to cry, there to understand, and there to support. That’s not to say there hasn’t been some frustration and anger at times—from 1962 to 1968, for example, or from 1974 to 1983, or from 1989 to 1998, or in 2017—well, you get the idea. However, through it all, Mets fans have remained true to the Blue and Orange. Perhaps that is why the good times have been so sweet.

Now, well into the sixth decade of their existence, the Mets have had more than their share of memorable moments—both during the regular season and in the postseason. There have been huge home runs, great pitching performances, All-Star excellence, key acquisitions, pennants, world championships, and yes, even a no-hitter!

For this book, we have selected 31 of the greatest moments in team history—a pretty significant number for the Mets. These moments will span the franchise’s history—from the night that Hook pitched his complete game to lead the team to its very first victory.

As Hook explained it, one of his 13 grandchildren, who now lives and works in New York City, probably summed it up best: “She told me, ‘I’m here in New York, and I’m a Mets fan, and to think you pitched the first game the Mets ever won. You gave us a great tradition.’ ”

One win down, one moment down, with many more to come, within—and beyond—this book.
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Seaver’s Nearly Perfect (1969)
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There are few moments in franchise history in which time seems to stand still. However, on July 9, 1969, that is exactly what it felt like at Shea Stadium. Time had stopped, and Tom Seaver was controlling everything. He was controlling the record-59,083 fans in attendance on that Wednesday night, he was controlling the pace of the game—which moved as swiftly as any that season—and, more importantly, he was controlling the first-place Chicago Cubs—completely and absolutely.

Heading into the 1969 season, the Mets were not expected to be much of a force in the National League’s Eastern Division. In 1968, they had finished with a 73-89 record under new manager Gil Hodges, which was good enough for ninth place in the National League. Only the Houston Astros were worse—and just one game worse—than the Mets. One of the lone bright spots for the 1968 Mets was Seaver, who in only his second season in the major leagues won 16 games, just as he had done as the 1967 Rookie of the Year.

By 1969, things had changed in the National League, as two new organizations entered—the Montreal Expos and San Diego Padres—and the league was split into two six-team divisions. The same happened in the American League, with the Seattle Pilots and Kansas City Royals being added. At the end of the regular season, there would now be a National League and American League Championship Series, during which the team finishing in first place in the Eastern and Western Divisions would play a best-of-five series to determine who would advance to the World Series.

Still, even with this new format, the Mets were not expected to do much of anything that year. The newly formed National League East included the St. Louis Cardinals, who had won 97 games in 1968. Other division mates were the Chicago Cubs, who had won 84 games, followed by the Pittsburgh Pirates, Philadelphia Phillies, and the expansion Expos. Other than perhaps the Expos, everyone had a better chance of winning the National League East than the Mets. They had never, after all, had a winning season. However, that—as they say—is why they play the games. And, as it turned out, the 1969 Mets were not the 1968 Mets.

After an uneven start to the season, the Mets really started to get on a consistent winning track heading into July. As Seaver took the mound on that July 9 night, the Mets were riding a six-game winning streak and were coming off of a walk-off win against the first-place Cubs the day before. The Cubs were sputtering and the Mets had to sense it. On July 3rd, Chicago had been ahead of the Mets by 8 games. If Seaver and the Mets could pull off another win, they would be able to close that gap to just 3½ games.

The scene was set, and the stage was Seaver’s. To say he put on a good show would be the greatest of understatements.

“I am fortunate enough to have been at Shea Stadium to see the Mets win the division, the pennant, and the World Series, but my most memorable night in that ballpark was July 9, 1969,” said Mets radio broadcaster Howie Rose. “It was the first series with pennant implications that the Mets had ever played, and the build-up to it was just enormous.”

Seaver, who entered the game with 13 victories, would be facing Chicago’s Ken Holtzman, who had 10 wins. Seaver was at his absolute best that night against the Cubs, breezing through the first three innings, striking out six of the nine batters he faced. Over the next three innings, the Cubs fared no better, as Seaver faced the minimum number of hitters. Again, in the seventh and eighth innings, Seaver was perfect.

Mets pitcher Jerry Koosman, who had pitched the day before for the Mets, refused to look in Seaver’s direction.

“Certainly when you have a no-hitter going or a perfect game you don’t talk to the pitcher because you don’t want to jinx anything,” Koosman said.

In the bottom of the eighth inning, Seaver came to bat with one on and one out, knowing in a few minutes that he was going to return to the mound to try to complete the perfect night. As he approached home plate for that at-bat, Mets fans let loose.

“If there is any one moment I relish from all the years at Shea Stadium it was the ovation—and I can put myself into the story—that we gave Tom when he came to bat in the bottom of the eighth inning,” Rose said. “It was the most thunderous, meaningful ovation I’d ever heard or taken part in in my life. It wasn’t just that he had a perfect game going; as he walked from the on-deck circle to home plate, the cheers and the ovation had as much to do with the realization that the Mets had arrived, that this was not only a good young pitcher but a transcendent player, and he was ours. If we were going to get there, he was going to be the guy to get us there. When you realize for the first time that the joke’s over, that’s a very, very profound feeling, and that was all encapsulated in that ovation. Being a part of that—and what it meant—is my single greatest memory in that ballpark. That was the night the Mets grew up.”
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Tom Seaver flirted with perfection on that memorable July night in 1969.

In the top of the ninth inning, Seaver got Cubs catcher Randy Hundley to bunt back to the mound for the first out. The next batter was rookie center fielder Jimmy Qualls, the number-eight hitter. As it turns out, Qualls would not have much of a major-league career. He ended up playing only 43 games for the Cubs in 1969 and just 63 games during his entire career. He was not necessarily a player who would be remembered by Cubs fans, or Expos or White Sox fans for that matter (nine games and 11 games played, respectively). He will, however, forever be known to Mets fans—and, of course, to Tom Seaver.

Qualls singled to center field, ending Seaver’s bid at perfection and stunning an exuberant crowd at Shea Stadium. And while the pitcher himself took losing the perfect game in stride, his batterymate felt like the Mets ace was going to do something special.

“I thought it was going to be a no-hitter from the very first pitch,” Mets catcher Jerry Grote told reporters following the game. “I think it’s great if you always go out there with an attitude that it’s going to be a perfect game.”

For Koosman, it was certainly a disappointment to come that close, only to lose the perfect game in the ninth inning.

“When Qualls got that base hit, it was a letdown because I was rooting for my teammate,” Koosman said, “and a perfect game would have been beautiful.”

For his part, Qualls tried to remain out of the spotlight that he put himself in by doing the simplest of offensive tasks—getting a base hit. He was booed ferociously by Mets fans the following day, but the seldom-used player took it all in stride.

“The booing didn’t bother me at all,” the twenty-two-year-old outfielder told reporters after the game. “I know the New York fans wanted to see a perfect game, but I was glad I got the hit. The only thing I was sorry about was that we lost the game.”

Nearly 20 years later, in 1988, Qualls remained matter-of-fact speaking about his role in Seaver’s near perfection.

“That’s what people remember me for, getting that hit off Tom Seaver,” Qualls told the Associated Press. “I don’t think they’d know me without that. I got a lot of letters from Mets fans that season. Some of them said nasty things. I still get one or two letters a week, mostly asking for autographs. But I haven’t heard from any Mets fans for a while.”

Forty years after losing his perfect game, in 2009, Seaver spoke to Richard Sandomir of the New York Times about what he remembered about that night.

“I felt like I was levitating,” Seaver said. “I felt like I was coming off the ground. Talk about being scary. You think you’re in control, but your body is saying, ‘Oh no, you’re not.’ ”

While Qualls’s hit may have ended Seaver’s perfect game, the 1969 Mets were just getting started for what was going to be the most memorable baseball season ever for the team and its fans.
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Seaver Strikes Out 19 (1970)
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From 1967 through the middle of the 1977 season, the Mets had one of the most exciting and talented players in all of baseball in Tom Seaver. Unfortunately, for far too many of those seasons, the Mets were not one of the top teams in the league. Therefore, for many of Tom Terrific’s starts, there were far fewer fans on hand than Seaver deserved. April 22, 1970, was no exception. On that day, the defending world champions had just over 14 thousand fans go through the turnstiles at Shea Stadium to watch Seaver pitch. As painful as that might have seemed, there were nearly double the number of fans on hand for the game the day before.
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“A splendid portrayal of unforgettable history embedded in the hearts and souls of Mets fans.”
—ED RANDALL, host of Ed Randall’s Talking Baseball
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