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  FOREWORD

  I’ve learned something over the years about major league baseball players. Their recall about famous big league games that took place when they were kids is rather limited, and for a very good reason. They weren’t watching! Time after time I have brought up a famous play from a classic game in conversation with a player, only to get a blank stare or a shrug of the shoulder in return. When I ask any of these players how it can possibly be that he can’t recite chapter and verse about a seminal moment in a particular season, invariably the response is the same.

  “How should I know? I was busy playing, not watching!”

  When you think about it for a moment, it makes sense. Anyone blessed with the ability to play major league baseball had to spend morning, noon, and night honing those skills. Most Valuable Players could not have been couch potatoes. The rest of us, however, have a much different story to tell.

  A great deal of my youth was spent sitting in the upper deck at Shea Stadium, watching some of the games described by the participants in this book. Ron Swoboda, for example, speaks about what most of us consider to be the defining moment of his major league career. His unforgettable catch in the 1969 World Series will always be his signature, but for me, a home run he hit three years earlier remains one of my favorite baseball memories.

  On August 4, 1966, the Mets played the San Francisco Giants at Shea Stadium. Future Hall of Famer Juan Marichal pitched for the Giants against New York’s Dennis Ribant. The Mets, in the fifth year of their existence, had never beaten Marichal, and this did not appear to be the day that streak would come to a close. San Francisco built a 3-0 lead entering the bottom of the sixth inning, and Marichal was working on a perfect game. With two out in the bottom of the inning, and Marichal still perfect, Mets manager Wes Westrum surprisingly allowed Ribant to hit for himself. Sure enough, Ribant hit a little 38 hopper through the middle for the Mets’ first hit, but the inning ended with the Giants still ahead 3-0.

  After they added two runs in the seventh to increase their lead to 5-0 with Marichal still in command, the game appeared to be over. However, the Mets chipped away, and trailed 6-4 going to the bottom of the ninth inning. When Ken Boyer homered to lead off against an out-of-gas Marichal to make it 6-5, the Giants went to the bullpen, and eventually, with one out and two runners aboard, Swoboda hit a pinch hit homer against Bill Henry and the Mets won the ballgame 8-6.

  To this twelve-year-old seated in the upper deck, it was the greatest game ever played. The Mets hadn’t beaten Marichal, but they sure did beat the Giants. Ron Swoboda became an instant idol, and all the way home I told myself that I would never forget the date. Every year on August 4th I think back to 1966 and recall with a smile how even though I hadn’t played, and certainly had no clue about what was coming three years later when the Mets shocked the world and became World Champions, this was, even though I was not yet a teenager, the Game of My Life.

  I sincerely hope you enjoy reading about the magical moments in the careers of so many Mets favorites who were not seated in the upper deck, and certainly weren’t playing the role of couch potato when they took part in the games of their lives.

  Howie Rose

  December, 2014


  INTRODUCTION

  In every major league baseball game, there is usually at least one moment of unexpected beauty—an over-the-shoulder catch, a towering home run into the upper deck, a knee-buckling curveball strikeout—that leaves an indelible impression on fans in the stands or those watching on TV or even listening on the radio.

  Amid the balls and strikes, routine grounders, and between-inning fanfare, it’s what we take away with us and what makes us look forward to the next game. Ultimately, beyond the wins and losses, those moments are why we love baseball.

  For big league players, the power of those moments is even more pronounced. More than the money, more than the glory, it’s why they play this very hard game. It’s what they live for. And for most players, there is one moment or group of moments that stands out from the rest, and makes them smile and reflect—in short, the game of their life.

  This book is about 25 big league ballplayers—an active roster’s worth—who have played for the New York Mets, and the game of each player’s life. The players and their stories span the 52-year-old history of New York’s National League franchise, which was created to replace the Brooklyn Dodgers and the New York Giants after they abandoned New York City for California (unthinkable!) after the 1957 season. Every position on the diamond is represented.

  The chapters are presented chronologically, starting with “Little” Al Jackson, the best pitcher on the original 1962 Mets team, and ending with catcher Travis d’Arnaud, one of the building blocks (we hope) of the Mets’ future.

  The games of their life are as diverse and unique as the players themselves, from Ron Swoboda’s diving World Series catch to Edgardo Alfonzo’s historic six-for-six, to David Wright’s Shea Stadium-quaking playoff excitement.

  As befits a team with the checkered history of the Mets, not every player’s most unforgettable game was in a winning cause. Al Jackson, Ed Kranepool, Anthony Young, and Travis d’Arnaud played the game of their life in contests that the Mets lost. With others—Bud Harrelson and Daniel Murphy, for example—it was the victory that made the game special rather than anything the player did. Many of these games, of course, took place during the playoffs or World Series. Other players hold their first game in the big leagues very close to their heart.

  Each chapter breaks out the player’s most memorable game and puts it in the context of his overall career and life, since no unforgettable moment or game happens in a vacuum.

  Most of the chapters are based on interviews I conducted with each player—on the phone, at the Mets 2014 Fantasy Camp, at their 2014 spring training workouts, or in one case (Bud Harrelson) at Citi Field. In each of these interviews, the player identified the game he considers the game of his life. In some cases these interviews were supplemented by third-party sources, such as newspaper accounts and online data, all of which are listed at the end of the book.

  In a handful of instances, I wrote about players I was not able to interview directly by using third-party material. These are individuals who starred in games that are widely regarded as iconic and central to the Mets’ story—the games of our lives—as well as closely linked to the players themselves, i.e., Mike Piazza and the first post-9/11 game; Mookie Wilson and the “Bill Buckner” World Series game; and Johan Santana and the Mets’ first and, as of this writing, only no-hitter. I also have a chapter on David Wright based on his public comments citing the 2006 playoffs, and particularly game seven of the National League Championship Series, as his peak Mets experience so far.

  Two of the Mets’ greatest pitchers—Dwight Gooden and Tom Seaver—do not have their own chapters. I had a few meetings with “Doc” and numerous email exchanges with his agent, but it turned out that his favorite memory as a player was throwing a no-hitter for the Yankees while his father was hospitalized and severely ill; it was the last game his father saw him pitch. This, though, is a Mets book.

  Seaver, known as Tom Terrific and “The Franchise” and the Mets’ sole Hall-of-Fame player, declined through Karen Seaver, his niece and the business manager at Seaver Vineyards, in Calistoga, California, where he makes Cabernet Sauvignon. She wrote me in an email that Seaver wasn’t available to interview while he was working on treating his Lyme disease.

  I interviewed the Mets’ great home run hitter Darryl Strawberry in 2011 at a Bronx supermarket about nutrition and childhood autism (a cause he has taken on). Last year, at an autograph signing event, I asked him about the game of his life as a Met. He replied that there were so many big games it was hard to isolate one.

  Though these players don’t have individual chapters, they are referenced in the book. Seaver, for example, is a big part of the Ron Swoboda chapter, since he threw the pitch that Swoboda so magnificently caught in Game Four of the 1969 World Series. “I never realized before that a man’s whole life could be encompassed in a single play, in a single game, in a single day,” Seaver once said about that game.

  Finally, on a personal note, I would like to say that this book was undoubtedly the “project of my life” to date as a journalist, full of wonderful interactions with Mets players that I never expected to have. A lifelong Mets fan who saw them play in the Polo Grounds, I have rooted for all of the players in this book, but my appreciation for them as athletes and people deepened considerably as I interviewed them and investigated their careers and lives.

  I hope you enjoy this book.

  Let’s Go Mets!

  Michael Garry

  August 2014


  Chapter 1

  AL JACKSON

  Pitcher, 1962-1965, 1968-1969

  Throws/Bats: Left

  The Game: August 14, 1962 vs. Philadelphia Phillies, at the Polo Grounds

  
    
      
      
    
    
      	METS STATS
    

    
      	GAMES:
      	184
    

    
      	COMPLETE GAMES:
      	41
    

    
      	SHUTOUTS:
      	10
    

    
      	INNINGS PITCHED:
      	980.2
    

    
      	WINS:
      	43
    

    
      	LOSSES:
      	80
    

    
      	ERA:
      	4.26
    

    
      	WALKS:
      	304
    

    
      	STRIKEOUTS:
      	561
    

    
      	WHIP:
      	1.363
    

    
      	WAR:
      	3.1
    

  

  The Run-up

  As a bona fide member of the Mets’ inaugural team of 1962, Alvin Jackson—known affectionately as “Little Al,” though at 5-feet-10 and 169 pounds, he wasn’t that small—notched a number of pitching firsts, to wit:

  [image: image]   The team’s first shutout (also his first win), vs. the Phillies at the Polo Grounds in the first game of a doubleheader on April 29, 1962. By the time Jackson left the Mets for good in 1969, he had 10 shutouts, tied for sixth in team history with Ron Darling, whom he coached in the minor leagues.

  [image: image]   The first one-hitter (there have been 38 in team history), against the Houston Colt .45s (now Astros), the Mets’ 1962 expansion partners, at the Polo Grounds on June 22, 1962. Light-hitting second baseman Joey Amalfitano secured the only safety for Houston, a single with one out in the first. The Mets won 2-0, Jackson’s second shutout.

  [image: image]   The first victory and shutout at Shea Stadium, which Jackson found a welcome change from the dilapidated Polo Grounds, on April 19, 1964. The Mets defeated the Pirates 6-0.

  Jackson, from Waco, Texas, cut his teeth in the Pittsburgh Pirates organization, which signed him as an amateur free agent in 1955. He performed admirably in the Bucs’ minor league system, winning 55 games while losing 34, with a sterling 2.58 ERA from 1958 to 1961. But the Pirates only brought him up to the majors for three games in 1959 and two in 1961, skipping their 1960 championship season altogether.

  It was in the minors with Pittsburgh where Jackson found his identity as a pitcher. Early in his career, he tried to throw hard, but that resulted in a preponderance of walks. “I was very wild, very wild,” Jackson, still trim at 78, told me in his raspy drawl at the Mets 2014 Fantasy Camp. A coach wisely advised him to eschew power pitching and start throwing a two-seam sinker, which would cause batters to hit the ball on the ground. He perfected the pitch during spring training one year, trying to induce grounders from each hitter.

  Jackson’s first chance to play regularly in the big leagues came in 1962, at age 26, when the Mets selected him 11th in the expansion draft as the team’s first left-handed pitcher. He started the third game of the franchise’s existence. As one of the younger Mets on a team built around aged stars, he worked closely with “the Old Perfessor,” manager Casey Stengel, on the nuances of the game.

  Despite his reputation for double-talk and whimsical riffs, “Casey was sharp,” said Jackson. Stengel once schooled him on how a left-handed pitcher can use the momentum generated by his pitching motion to quickly field a bunt up the third-base line and throw a runner out at third. “When you cross over, you’re on your way to the third base line,” he said. “I would take three steps and I’m over there and I’d throw to third. I worked at it.”

  Stengel was very receptive to black and Hispanic players, said Steve Jacobson, a longtime reporter and columnist for Newsday who covered the Mets’ first spring training camp in 1962 and is the author of Carrying Jackie’s Torch. Stengel’s acceptance undoubtedly helped the black and Hispanic players on that inaugural Mets squad—Jackson, Charlie Neal, Clarence “Choo Choo” Coleman, Felix Mantilla, Joe Christopher, Elio Chacon, and Sherman “Roadblock” Jones—who had come into professional baseball in the years directly following Jackie Robinson’s integration of the game in 1947, and faced some of the same struggles Robinson did.

  Jackson encountered racial prejudice at the hotel where the Mets resided in St. Petersburg, Florida, during their first spring training. “The manager of the hotel phoned Jackson in his room and said, ‘We’d appreciate it if you didn’t use the dining room,’” Jacobson said. “So the Mets had their own team dining room. It looked ecumenical, but it was the only place black players could go.”

  Despite his 8-20 record, Jackson was one of the Mets’ few bright spots during their dismal debut season, in which they lost 120 games, the most defeats suffered by a major league team since 1900.

  In order to obtain those eight wins—20% of the Mets’ total of 40—Jackson had to be dominant, or close to it. Seven of his wins were complete games, including four shutouts, the only ones the Mets had in 1962 (and all, curiously, taking place in the first game of a doubleheader). His ERA in his eight victories was 1.16. Overall, he led the team in ERA (4.40) and tied for the lead in strikeouts with 118.

  One of his shutouts in ’62 was a 1-0 triumph over pitching great Bob Gibson and the St. Louis Cardinals. Jackson would duplicate the feat at the end of the 1964 season, almost preventing the Redbirds from reaching the postseason. Those were the only two times the Mets defeated Gibson between 1962 and 1966. A shutout, Jackson said, was “the only way you could beat him.”

  Two of Jackson’s losses in 1962 featured untimely mistakes by first baseman “Marvelous Marv” Throneberry, the epitome of early Mets ineptitude. Throneberry was particularly unreliable in his defensive play—he made 18 errors that year—as well as in his base running. (His hitting that season was more serviceable, with 16 home runs, 49 RBI, a .244 average, .306 on-base percentage, and .426 slugging percentage in 116 games.)

  In the first game of a Father’s Day doubleheader on June 17, 1962, Jackson allowed the Cubs to score four times in the first. The Mets unexpectedly responded in the bottom of the frame with four runs of their own. But it could have been six were it not for Throneberry, who hit what ordinarily would have been a triple, except that he missed stepping on first and second base and was called out on appeal. The next batter, Charlie Neal, had to settle for a solo homer rather than a two-run shot. Sure enough, the Mets lost by one run, 8-7, as Throneberry struck out with the tying run on first to end the game.

  A Throneberry snafu would also prove lethal in another Mets loss, which Jackson calls the game of his life.

  The Game

  In recent years, managers have placed a great deal—some would say an inordinate amount—of emphasis on how many pitches a pitcher throws during a game. Hurlers who hit the 100-pitch mark are watched closely and usually don’t remain much beyond 110 or 115 pitches. This attention to pitch count has emerged as a consequence of the alarming increase in arm injuries and the proliferation of Tommy John surgeries.

  In the 1960s, however, there was little if any concern shown to the number of pitches a starter would throw, as long as he was getting outs. In one famous 1963 contest, Juan Marichal of the Giants and Warren Spahn of the Braves dueled through 16 scoreless innings until Willie Mays cracked a homer off Spahn in the bottom of the 16th. Marichal threw a total of 227 pitches, Spahn 201.

  Al Jackson turned in his own marathon performance on August 14, 1962, at the Polo Grounds, a Tuesday afternoon affair attended by just 5,351. He held the Phillies to just one run through 14 innings, only to give up two scores in the 15th after an error at first base by Marvelous Marv, and lose 3-1. The 15-inning outing by Jackson set a Mets single-game longevity record tied three years later by Rod Gardner. It’s unlikely to be threatened under current pitch-count protocols.

  Jackson threw 215 pitches in the four-hour-and 35-minute contest, according to an account the next day in the New York Times. He held 57 Philadelphia batters to six hits, giving up just two singles in the first nine innings. He also walked five while striking out six.

  In eight of the 15 innings, including the 10th, 13th, and 14th, he set down the side in order; and between the sixth and 11th innings, he retired fourteen Phils in a row.

  For just about any other team, this would have been more than enough to win, but not for the ’62 Mets.

  Why did Jackson stay in the game for 15 innings? Simple: that’s what he wanted to do, despite manager Stengel’s wishes. “Casey tried to take me out—I wouldn’t come out,” he said.

  Jackson subscribed to the school of thought that each game he started was his to finish, as long as he was getting batters out. “That’s the way I was taught,” he said. “That was the only way I was going to be.”

  [image: image]

  Al Jackson

  Jackson said that he was also driven by a desire to earn a win—especially on a team so inclined to lose—rather than settle for a no-decision. “I think then, more so than now, you had a great desire to win.” A no-decision was a “waste,” he added. “It doesn’t do you any good. You want to win. And whatever it takes. And I’m the guy to do it, since I started it.”

  Fortunately, despite throwing 215 pitches, Jackson didn’t suffer any physical repercussions. He finished the year going at least eight innings in five of his final eight games. “I was just blessed, I guess,” he said. “I never had arm trouble.”

  Jackson’s mound opponent that day was Dallas Green, who would manage the Mets three decades later. Green lasted into the 11th inning himself, giving up one run on a string of sevens—seven hits, seven walks, and seven strikeouts.

  Needless to say, the ’62 Mets were not a high-scoring bunch, finishing next to last in the league with 3.8 runs per game. The Mets’ sole run in this game came in the third. Second baseman “Hot Rod” Kanehl singled to left and advanced to second on a wild pitch. He crossed home plate after a single to right by Richie Ashburn, the Mets’ best hitter, who finished the year with a .306 average.

  The Phillies tied the score in the fifth. Jackson issued a walk to shortstop Ruben Amaro, who moved over to second on a sacrifice bunt by Green. Tony Taylor’s single to left chased Amaro home, knotting the score at one.

  The Mets had ample scoring opportunities throughout the game, but they hit into six double plays, stranding 14 base runners. Six DPs are the most in club history in an extra-inning game (five is the team record for nine innings), and one shy of the major league mark set by the Giants in a game against the Astros in 1969.

  Still, Jackson soldiered on. But the 15th inning proved to be his undoing, thanks to Throneberry. Phillies center fielder Tony Gonzalez slapped a ground ball down the first base line that zipped under Marv’s mitt and between his legs into right field. By the time back-up catcher Chris Cannizzaro, who came in to play right field in the 14th, could retrieve the ball, Gonzalez was on second. The next batter, Bob Oldis, singled to right, sending Gonzalez to third.

  Jackson walked Amaro intentionally, and then Mel Roach, who had entered the game in the 11th, ripped a single to left that scored Gonzalez and Oldis. Jackson retired the next three hitters, but the damage had been done.

  In the bottom of the 15th, reliever Jack Baldschun walked Joe Christopher but otherwise made quick work of the Mets to end the game and pick up the win. Jackson’s valiant effort, all 15 innings of it, was for naught.

  A curious footnote regarding Throneberry’s error in the 15th: historical records differ as to how it was made. Robert Teague of the Times, presumably providing an eyewitness account in his game-day story, clearly describes “a ground ball from Tony Gonzalez down the first-base line,” which “Marvelous Marv stooped and scooped—and missed.” However, both Retrosheet.org and BaseballReference.com—two respected compilers of box scores—say the ball was hit to third base, and Marv’s error was missing the throw from Sammy Drake, who came into the game in the bottom of the ninth as a pinch runner and took over at third in the 10th.

  Jackson himself described Throneberry’s inning-opening miscue this way:

  “A ball is hit to my first baseman.”

  “Marv?” I asked.

  “Yes. I’m going over to cover first base. And it goes right through his legs. And I lost the game.”

  Notwithstanding the loss, Jackson evinced considerable pride in his ability to persevere through 15 innings.

  The Aftermath

  The Mets improved marginally in 1963 to 51-111, still a vast 60 games under .500, but Jackson’s record took a decided turn for the better. He finished the year 13-17, accounting for more than one-fourth of the team’s 51 wins. No Mets pitcher would win more games in a season for another three years.

  In 1964, Jackson regressed a bit to 11-16 with a 4.26 ERA, though he went 7-5 with a 3.68 ERA in home games at the new Shea Stadium. One of his road victories was the 1-0 shutout against Bob Gibson in the last weekend of the season. The Cardinals, still in the thick of the ’64 pennant race, imagined the Mets would be easy prey, but Jackson allowed them just five scattered hits. The Mets won the next day as well, but the Cards finally prevailed in the last game, with Gibson coming out of the bullpen to nail down their first pennant since 1946.

  After his shutout, Jackson was asked to report to the in-stadium studio for an interview with announcer Harry Caray about his impressive pitching performance. But to get there, he had to pass through the Cardinals clubhouse, where he was subjected to withering ridicule. “They chewed my ass out so bad,” said Jackson. Incredulous that visiting players had to run the gauntlet just to be interviewed, he asked them, “What kind of ballpark you got here?”

  Jackson labored through another last-place season with the Mets in ’65, going 8-20 again, with a 4.34 ERA. He still tossed three complete-game shutouts and finished with a career-best 1.354 WHIP (walks and hits per inning pitched). He received little run support from the Mets hitters, who scored two runs or less in 15 of his 31 starts.

  Before the ’66 campaign, the Mets, seeking a reliable third baseman, decided to trade Jackson and Charley Smith to the Cardinals for former NL MVP Ken Boyer. Jackson had his best season in the majors for the Cardinals in 1966, with a 13-15 record and a sparkling 2.51 ERA, sixth best in the National League. In 1967, he went a respectable 9-4, mostly in relief, yet the Cardinals chose not to use him in their triumph over the Red Sox in the World Series, which lasted seven games.

  Jackson maintained an abiding respect for Gibson, his fierce mound opponent with whom he joined forces on the Cardinals. To Jackson, Gibson seemed to operate differently from mere mortals. In 1967, after being injured and missing most of the second half of the season, Gibson returned in September and pitched five innings against the Phillies. In preparation for the game, he “just played catch with a guy who worked for the front office,” Jackson said. “That’s all he did. And then he won three games in the World Series, finished all of them.”

  Gibson had a reputation as a mean, relentless competitor. I asked Jackson if that was true. “Oh my God, yeah. Yes, indeed. He was dog eat dog.”

  The day after the ’67 World Series ended, the Cardinals sent Jackson back to the Mets as payment for reliever Jack Lamabe. Though the Mets improved in ’68 under Jackson’s old Mets teammate Gil Hodges, Jackson’s record was only 3-7 in his second go-around, yet he posted his best ERA as a Met, 3.69.

  In ’69, after he got off to a dreadful start, the Mets shipped Jackson to Cincinnati, and he didn’t get to experience the championship celebrated in New York that October. He finished his career that season with the Reds.

  Sadly, Jackson never played in the postseason for the Pirates, Mets, or Cardinals, despite being associated with each team during a championship season.

  But after retiring as a player, Jackson reinvented himself as a coach, and has worked effectively in that role for nearly four decades. Except for two two-year stints with the Red Sox and Orioles, he has spent that time with the Mets, including one year as the manager of the Kingsport Mets in the Rookie League. He served as the Mets bullpen coach for the 1999 Wild-Card Team and the 2000 National League Champions, with whom he finally got a chance to experience the World Series.

  Now in his late 70s, he continues to work with Mets players in Florida as a pitching consultant. “I don’t even know how to stop,” he said.

  Jackson greatly influenced generations of Mets pitchers. The Mets’ right-handed pitcher Ron Darling, a stalwart of the ’86 champions and the ’88 pennant winners, credits his development in AAA Tidewater to Jackson’s rigorous coaching. Besides showing Darling how to throw the split-finger fastball, Jackson “taught me how to be a professional,” Darling wrote in The Complete Game, a book about his experiences in baseball. “He got me to recognize that baseball might have been a game before, but now it was also my job.”

  Jackson recalled working with Darling on his command, instructing him to throw 30 pitches to one spot. It was not enough to succeed in such an exercise, he said, but to understand your method. “Then, when you need it, you know how to do it.”


  Chapter 2

  ED KRANEPOOL

  First base, Outfield, 1962-1979

  Throws/Bats: Left

  The Game: May 31, 1964 vs. San Francisco Giants, at Shea Stadium, second game of doubleheader

  
    
      
      
    
    
      	METS STATS
    

    
      	GAMES:
      	1,853
    

    
      	AT-BATS:
      	5,436
    

    
      	HITS:
      	1,418
    

    
      	HOME RUNS:
      	118
    

    
      	AVERAGE:
      	.251
    

    
      	ON-BASE %:
      	.316
    

    
      	SLUGGING %:
      	.377
    

    
      	RUNS:
      	536
    

    
      	RBI:
      	614
    

    
      	STOLEN BASES:
      	15
    

    
      	FIELDING %:
      	.993
    

    
      	WAR:
      	4.4
    

  

  The Run-up

  As a player, Ed Kranepool—Steady Eddie—was, above all else, durable.

  His career lasted the longest of any player in Mets history—18 seasons, from his call-up in September 1962 as a 17-year-old (still the youngest Met ever), through the 1979 campaign.

  He holds the Mets career record for most games (1,853) and is second to David Wright in several categories, including hits, with 1,418. For these achievements, he was elected to the Mets Hall of Fame in 1990.

  And on May 31, 1964, “The Krane” played in the longest doubleheader, in terms of innings played (32) and time elapsed (nine hours, 52 minutes), in baseball history. The San Francisco Giants won the first game 5-3 in a brisk two hours and 29 minutes, but in the second contest Willie Mays and company required 23 innings, over seven hours and 23 minutes, to dispose of the Mets, 8-6. The nightcap stands as the longest game, time-wise, ever played in the National League.

  “It was a long, long day—the longest day of my life,” Kranepool told me in a phone interview.

  As if that weren’t enough, the previous day the 19-year-old Kranepool played in all 18 innings of a doubleheader in Syracuse, New York, for the Mets’ Buffalo Bisons AAA team, before getting the call to rejoin the Mets.

  During his first few years in the bigs and also in 1970, Kranepool was demoted to the minor leagues when he struggled at the plate. To his credit, he always found his way back to the majors in short order. “You have to be resilient to be able to come back,” he said. “You never give up, you believe in yourself and that’s the whole key.”

  That resilience helped him survive the back-to-back doubleheaders, which added up to a grand total of 50 innings—the equivalent of 5 1/2 nine-inning games. “They wouldn’t ask a player to play 50 innings today,” Kranepool said. “His agent would be calling and saying, ‘What, are you crazy?’”

  Born November 8, 1944, Kranepool grew up without his father, who perished in combat during World War II. Jim Sciafa, his neighbor and first little league coach, became “like my stepfather,” he said. “He took me under his wing. I was very close to him until a couple of years ago when he passed away.” As a young player, he also formed a close bond with the Mets’ inaugural manager, Casey Stengel.

  “A great guy to play with, he loved the young players,” Kranepool said of the skipper. “For whatever reason—I think it started with the Yankees, he developed a lot of young players there—he took an interest in us, wanted to make us better.”

  Stengel would work with his players before the game, talk to them all the time, and impart his decades of baseball wisdom, said Kranepool. “And you know what? I really loved him.”

  Kranepool spent his childhood in the New York City borough of the Bronx rooting for the nearby Yankees, for whom he hoped to play. (He would later wear No. 7 for his idol, Mickey Mantle). But the Queens-based Mets, seeking young, local talent, aggressively courted him after scouting his exploits at James Monroe High School, where he was compared to alumnus Hank Greenberg. Aided by a $75,000 bonus, they won him over and signed him as an amateur free agent in June 1962. Mets executive Johnny Murphy and scout Bubber Jonnard “treated me great and they wouldn’t leave my house until I signed,” he said.

  Because he started so young, Kranepool was only 34 when he retired from the game after the 1979 season. He almost became a Mets executive as part of a group vying to purchase the team in late 1979, but that opportunity disappeared when another entity, headed by Fred Wilpon and Nelson Doubleday, made the winning bid.

  Rather than seeking work as a scout or a coach, he entered the “real world” of business, having already worked as a stockbroker and restaurant owner in the offseason during his playing career. Beginning with such ventures as point-of-purchase display manufacturing and sports marketing, he ultimately found a home with a New York-based credit-card processing firm, IRN Payment Systems, where he has worked in sales for more than 25 years.

  Kranepool took part in many of the Mets’ most iconic contests during the franchise’s first two decades, but he considers the 23-inning affair—arduous as it was, and despite being on the losing side—the game of his life.

  The Game

  He wasn’t supposed to play more than five innings in the second game of the doubleheader on May 31, 1964, never mind 23. But this was the ’64 Mets, still in the hapless, cellar-dwelling phase of their early existence.

  “[Manager] Casey [Stengel] came to me and said, ‘I’d like you to start the game. I know you’re tired, but give me five innings,’” Kranepool said. “By the fifth inning I think he used up most of his players. There was no alternative so I said, what’s the difference, five innings or nine innings? Not knowing it was going to go 23 innings.”

  By the time the last pitch was thrown, with a scattering of fans remaining, it was well after 11 pm. Kranepool cracked to reporters that if the game had lasted 40 more minutes, it would have started in May and ended in June. “They got a kick out of that,” he said. Thankfully, Stengel gave him the next day off, Kranepool said, so he didn’t have to play in an exhibition game in Norfolk, Virginia.

  What made the nine hours and 52 minutes of baseball even harder to endure for the 6-foot-3, 205-pound Kranepool was that the between-game meal consisted of only a cup of soup and Saltine crackers—certainly a far cry from the lavish spreads current players enjoy. “That’s all [general manager] George Weiss allowed in the clubhouse,” said Kranepool. “Maybe you also had a couple of chocolate bars.” Today’s players, he added, “are babied, they’re coddled.”

  In the first game of the doubleheader, Kranepool went one for four, lacing a single to right field in the second inning off the Giants’ ace right-hander Juan Marichal and scoring on a three-run homer by Jim Hickman.

  He fared better in the nightcap, though—at least during the first nine innings—knocking an RBI triple to center field off starter Bob Bolin in the sixth inning, a double to left in the seventh, and an infield single in the ninth—a home run short of a cycle. But—having already played 36 innings in two days—he went zero for five the rest of the game, including two strikeouts and a double-play grounder, and finished three for 10, not bad for 23 innings.

  [image: image]

  Ed Kranepool

  “If I could’ve had a sandwich in between games, I might’ve hit a home run,” he said. “I don’t remember what I did in the next five at-bats, but certainly it was all downhill. Physically, I was wiped out.”

  The 23-inning game included a stout comeback by the Mets, which was started by Kranepool. After trailing 6-1 after three innings, they scored two in the sixth on his RBI triple and Charley Smith’s single, which drove home Kranepool. In the seventh, Joe Christopher, who had four hits in the game (as did Smith) belted a three-run homer, tying the game at six.

  There it stayed until the 23rd as Larry Bearnarth, who pitched seven innings, and Galen Cisco (nine innings) held the Giants in check. (Nine days later, Bearnarth would set a Mets record that still stands for longest relief appearance—10 innings—in a win at Shea against the Cubs.)

  Finally, in the 23rd, the Giants broke through. Cisco gave up a triple to Jim Davenport, and intentionally walked Cap Peterson. Pinch hitter Del Crandall smacked a double to drive in Davenport, and, for an insurance run, Alou delivered Peterson with a single. The Mets went down meekly in the bottom of the 23rd with two K’s and a fly ball to right by Amado Samuel, the last hitter of the longest day in baseball history.

  “It probably wouldn’t have ended if they didn’t have a guy in the bullpen, [back-up catcher] Del Crandall, who hadn’t played,” said Kranepool. “I’d still be playing.”

  By the end, the general exhaustion on both sides had consumed the starting players as well as most of the subs. “It was just an endurance test at that point. On and on and on. And you hate to say it—you want to win, of course—but I’m glad the game ended.

  “It was a long day. One of those days you want to forget,” added Kranepool ironically about the day on which he played the game of his life. “Those days would make for a long season.”

  The Aftermath

  Having survived a 32-inning doubleheader, Kranepool would face another marathon affair nearly four years later, on April 15, 1968, when the Mets lost to the Houston Astros 1-0 in a 24-inning night game at the Astrodome. Lasting six hours and six minutes (an hour and 17 minutes less than the 23-inning game), the pitchers’ duel ended at 1:37 am CT. It remains the longest shutout ever in innings played.

  Kranepool, playing first base, went 2 for 8 with a walk and two sacrifices. In contrast to the 1964 ordeal, he played in only one game that day, and just one the day before.

  Nevertheless, the 24-inning marathon also left a lasting mark on the national pastime, thanks to Kranepool.

  The practice among stadium ground crews in those days was to sweep the infield once per game, in the fifth inning. For extra-inning games, especially those lasting 15+ innings, one sweep would hardly suffice, leaving the infield with bumps and crevices that could affect the direction of a ground ball or the footwork of the fielders.

  The infield dirt at the Astrodome was prone to accumulating “a lot of clumps,” said Kranepool, who noticed that by the end of the 24-inning contest “balls were taking all kinds of crazy hops.”

  He addressed the infield-sweeping matter with Mets general manager Johnny Murphy, who took it up with Major League Baseball’s rules committee. “I told him, we’re out on the field in extra innings, why can’t the ground crew come out? It’s a five-minute procedure,” Kranepool said.

  The rule was changed so that the infield would be swept every five innings, allowing extra-inning games to be played with a smooth playing surface. “I got the rules changed in baseball,” said Kranepool, one of the few players to ever do so.

  Kranepool would participate in one more 20+ inning game—a 4-3 loss to the Cardinals at Shea on September 11, 1974, that lasted 25 innings over seven hours and four minutes (19 minutes shorter than the 23-inning game). It’s the longest game (by innings) ever played in the National League, tied with a Chicago-Milwaukee 25-inning American League contest played in 1984.
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