


  CHAPTER ONE


  Conception and Birth in the Big Apple


  THE GAPING HOLE REMAINED IN THE HEARTS OF MILLIONS OF NEW York baseball fans. The one-two punch still had them reeling. On May 28, 1957, the National League voted unanimously to allow Dodgers owner Walter O’Malley to move the team to Los Angeles and Giants counterpart Horace Stoneham to take his club from Manhattan to San Francisco. The lone franchise remaining in New York was the Yankees, whom many in America’s largest city and certainly beyond perceived as the “Evil Empire.”


  Mayor Robert Wagner, who was seeking reelection for a second term and would eventually win a third, elicited the help of attorney William Shea, a protégé of banker George McLaughlin, the guardian of the Dodgers’ trust under Charles Ebbets, for whom Ebbets Field had been named. Wagner appointed Shea the head of a committee of four to bring another team to New York. Shea attempted to lure an existing franchise to no avail. The Reds, Phillies, and Pirates all rejected his offers.


  The result was a conception but not a birth. Shea proposed a new venture that was eventually tossed into the dustbin of baseball history called the Continental League, which would have been the first rival to Major League Baseball since the Federal League of 1913 to 1915. Its main purpose was to counteract the loss of the Dodgers and Giants by launching a new club in the Big Apple. Legendary baseball executive Branch Rickey, who had ended the shameful practice of segregation twelve years earlier by signing Jackie Robinson to a Dodgers contract, provided immediate credibility for the new circuit by agreeing to serve as its president after leaving the same position with Pittsburgh.


  The Continental League of Professional Baseball Clubs (CL) was officially announced in late July 1959 with plans for the first pitch in April 1961. Franchises were also established for Houston, Minneapolis-St. Paul, Toronto, Denver, and, eventually, Atlanta, Dallas-Fort Worth, and Buffalo, all of which, aside from the latter, would eventually land MLB teams.


  The competition, especially in New York, alarmed Major League Baseball. So, on July 18, 1960, the MLB announced what amounted to its first-ever expansion. Both the American and National Leagues had consisted of eight teams since the former launched into existence in 1901. Many believed the growth of dozens of cities warranted the addition of new clubs anyway. Therefore, the Los Angeles Angels and Washington Senators, who replaced the team with the same name that had moved to Minneapolis-St. Paul, joined the American League in 1961. And the Houston Colt .45s and New York Mets entered the National League in 1962.


  The Metropolitan Baseball Club of New York was officially born, and the Continental League was officially dead. The new franchise issued the following statement, expressing its joy over a decision of the National League that reignited the fandom of those that once followed the Dodgers and Giants:



   We accept this as an obligation to baseball followers the world over, to organized baseball, to the National League and particularly to the people of the New York metropolitan area whose support we are confident we will earn. We are well aware of the National League’s outstanding history in New York, and that a tremendous task lies ahead.1




  Those tasks fell into the lap of Joan Whitney Payson, who had been a 10 percent stockholder of the Giants and attempted in vain to keep that team in New York. Shea had selected Payson to head an ownership group for the proposed Continental League team. She, therefore, became the natural choice to head the Mets, though she had preferred naming the new club the Meadowlarks. Payson emerged as the third woman ever to own an MLB franchise and first in over four decades.


  The Mets appeared on solid ground in the front office. They named as general manager none other than George Weiss, a figure familiar to New York baseball fans as the prime architect of the post-Babe Ruth Yankees dynasty. Weiss had served as their farm director from 1932 to 1946 before taking over as GM. His skills as a talent evaluator had been unquestioned. Few could have forgotten that Weiss boasted the guts and intuition to hire an aging Casey Stengel as manager of the Bronx Bombers in 1949. That roundly criticized move was lauded as being genius after Stengel guided his team to ten pennants and seven World Series titles in twelve years. The Yankees fired him after a seven-game defeat by Pittsburgh in the 1960 Fall Classic, marking a second straight season without a Series crown, a positively ghastly development for the most dominant team in American sports.


  Stengel was down but not out. Despite having turned seventy, he remained a hot commodity. He nixed several managerial offers, including one from the Detroit Tigers. He even at first rejected an opportunity from Weiss to return to New York. But the GM remained persistent. He yearned to bring a familiar name with a history of success to the new team and eventually convinced Stengel to accept the job. The Mets stole some thunder from the Yankees before the opening of the 1961 World Series by announcing that Stengel had been hired as their first manager.


  Among the first missions of the fledgling franchise was settling on a home. O’Malley, who had balked at the Angels invading his territory in Los Angeles, suggested the Mets share Yankee Stadium for one season, but Yankees president Dan Topping had stated he would only agree to a long-range commitment. O’Malley then revealed he had spoken with Stoneham, who suggested the Mets play at the Polo Grounds, former home of the Giants. Such was not an ideal solution—that dilapidated park was more than eighty years old and among the reasons its team had bolted for the West Coast. O’Malley had even heard that it would soon be condemned for housing.


  The Mets had little choice. The Polo Grounds proved their only viable option. Making matters worse was that the turf was already being
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    The lineup card produced by Mets first manager Casey Stengel boasted players who were a far cry in talent than those he managed with the Yankees.
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  ground up by the American Football League New York Titans (later renamed the Jets). The seats were shabby and filthy, the ironwork a sickly green. Titans owner Harry Wismer deemed it a “graveyard.” The Mets spent $350,000 to paint the inside a brighter green, add the team’s orange and blue colors to the outside, install new lights, and cover some of the dinginess with ads along the outfield walls. But those improvements were more akin to lipstick on a pig than reconstructive surgery. Legendary New York Herald Tribune sportswriter Red Smith offered that the 400-seat lounge under the stands would prove prudent. “Watching the Mets on the field may very well drive fans to drink,” he explained.2


  Wagner had required a more concrete plan to house the Mets before he could convince National League owners to vote in favor of adding the new club. He informed them of a proposal to construct a 55,000-seat stadium at Flushing Meadows Park but that it would not be set to host major-league games by the start of the 1962 season. Far from it—groundbreaking at the Queens site did not occur until the cold, blustery morning of October 28, 1961. That bit of news did not deter the group from accepting the Mets, who nevertheless felt a sense of urgency to build a permanent home. The original name was Flushing Meadows Stadium, but civic leader Bernard Gimbel led an effort to honor the man whose drive made the Mets a reality. It would be known instead as Shea Stadium.


  The Mets had already planted the seeds for their futility. Nearly three weeks previous to the first shovel striking dirt, they had butchered the expansion draft. The 67-year-old Weiss set out to prove to the Yankees that he remained spry enough to construct a strong club. He then failed spectacularly. Rather than plucking almost-exclusively younger players from the rosters of their new National League brethren with the understanding that building a winner takes time, they sought to gain immediate respectability by selecting several veterans in the twilights of their careers.


  Not that a dazzling array of future all-stars were there for the taking. Major League Baseball required each club to make 15 players available from the 40-man rosters, seven from the 25-man rosters as they were constructed on August 31, 1961. So, clubs purposely altered them for the game that day to ensure their top prospects would not be exposed. “I figured the list of players would be bad,” complained Houston general manager Paul Richards. “But they’re worse than I thought they’d be.”3
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  The Mets finally had their first real home when Shea Stadium opened in 1964.
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  And the Mets maximized their potential for disaster. Some choices were downright laughable, such as 31-year-old backup catcher Hobie Landrith, whose claim to fame was managing to remain in the big leagues since 1950 despite only twice playing in more than 100 games in a season. Weiss inexplicably targeted Landrith as their top choice as Stengel explained the need to prevent passed balls from careening to backstops. Landrith played just one month for the Mets before being dispatched to Baltimore as the player to be named later in the trade that brought folk hero Marvelous Marv Throneberry to New York.


  The pick of Landrith was far from the only head-scratcher. The Mets sought to bring familiar faces back, even if their baseball careers had one foot on a banana peel and the other in a grave. They selected eight-time all-star first baseman and outfielder Gil Hodges, a Brooklyn Dodgers standout who was set to turn 38 years old when the 1962 Mets took the field. Hodges would, of course, return to play hero in a much different role. They also plucked outfielder Gus Bell, who had faded badly with Cincinnati after hitting the big 3-0 three years earlier. Many of the other picks were simply flops, including second-selection Elio Chacón, a powerless middle infielder who never spent another day in the big leagues after serving as a decent part-time starter with the Mets in 1962.


  The obstacles facing expansion clubs are steep enough. Established franchises do not leave their premier major-league and minor-league talent unprotected. Free agency was merely a twinkle in Marvin Miller’s eye back in 1961. Expansion teams had yet to groom players in their farm systems. There is a reason none has ever lost fewer than 91 games in their first season. But the Mets did themselves no favors in the draft, which builds the foundation for a roster for years to come. They placed themselves in a hole so deep that it proved impossible to climb out for the foreseeable future.






  CHAPTER TWO


  The Worst Darn Team in History


  FEW ASIDE FROM THOSE WEARING PRESCRIPTION ROSE-COLORED glasses denied that as the 1962 Mets arrived at spring training in St. Petersburg, Florida, they would struggle. But nobody could have imagined the level of futility the team would display in that first season and beyond.


  Casey Stengel proved an ideal choice as manager to draw attention away from the folly on the field and lighten its impact on fans and the media. The eminently quotable quipster, who embraced the nickname “Ol’ Perfessor,” worked tirelessly with the younger players but also engaged in a running commentary with fans and media members, including those to whom he insisted print his demand that players abstain from sex all season—as if young ballplayers married or unmarried were not going to find a way.


  Stengel provided even more levity than usual that spring by agreeing to star in a television commercial for Bromo-Seltzer in which he argued so vociferously with an umpire that he needed to calm his raging stomach. Asked beforehand if he actually took Bromo-Seltzer—the FCC was beginning to frown upon those who endorsed products they did not use—Stengel replied that he did but actually didn’t because he never got sick. He then overacted by clutching his stomach like it was about to explode, prompting criticism from the director. “You mean you don’t want me to die?” Stengel asked. “I’m old enough.” The manager then seemed to forget the product altogether after filming, bragging the next few weeks about how he had promoted Alka-Seltzer.1


  The Mets embarked immediately on their path to “Lovable Loser Land.” Among the humorous stories, there was one that revolved around a laughably hopeful 21-year-old named John Pappas, an Astoria native with no organized baseball experience who wandered uninvited into camp with a canvas bag and a dream. At 5-foot-10 and 150 pounds, he proclaimed himself ready to display his wicked-fast fastball to assistant general manager John Murphy. Murphy did not allow Pappas to work out with the club, opting instead to accompany him to a nearby high school field. The prospect of a Horatio Alger story come to life intrigued media members who tagged along until Pappas unleashed pitches that even Mets hitters could have smashed into orbit if they had traveled miraculously near the strike zone. Pappas remained undaunted after his unceremonious dismissal from the premises—he told a sportswriter that he also played the outfield.2


  He might not have performed all that much worse on the mound than did projected rotation standout Jay Hook against Baltimore in his last exhibition start. Hook, an engineering student at Northwestern and member of the National Rocket Society who nevertheless deemed the Roger Maris feat of hitting 61 home runs in 1961 more impressive than John Glenn’s three orbits of the Earth, was kept in the game by Stengel despite allowing 17 hits. By then, Stengel had already exhibited his sadistic side in February when he featured two of his worst rookies—Dawes Hamilt and Bruce Fitzpatrick—as the faces of the franchise at a press conference. Their photos were splashed across the seven New York daily newspapers. Then they were waived.


  Not that the Mets were forecast for oblivion heading into the regular season. They finished spring training with a respectable 12-15 record. Some in the media predicted a middle-of-the-pack finish, even as high as third place in the 10-team National League. The presence of veteran standouts such as Gus Bell, Gil Hodges, and Richie Ashburn inspired optimism, never mind that one and all were nearing the end of their illustrious careers. The wholly unrealistic notion of replacing the departed Giants and Dodgers in New York with a team that could compete against them crept into the media landscape. Optimism always reigns among major league baseball teams in the spring. The realism of such hope varies
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    Jay Hook could explain a curveball in scientific terms and did earn the first victory in franchise history but was out of baseball by 1964.
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  based on individual talent and career paths. That the Mets could even be mediocre seems silly in retrospect.


  And they wasted no time proving it. They debuted with a three-error debacle in an 11-4 defeat in St. Louis, then lost eight in a row to tie a National League record for futility to begin a season before Hook, who had outperformed his fellow starters early in the year, pitched them to their first-ever victory against the unbeaten Pirates. Incredibly and somewhat humorously to the growing legion of Mets fans who had begun to embrace their ineptitude, and to baseball followers around the country, they had fallen nine-and-a-half games out of first place despite having played just nine games. It was no wonder—they were allowing nearly eight runs per game and had scored more than four just once.


  Some performances were indeed comical. In an 11-9 loss to Philadelphia four days after their first triumph, second baseman Charlie Neal blew two routine plays that a benevolent official scorer did not mark as errors, left fielder Frank Thomas dropped an easy popup, confusion ensued on a ground ball leaving nobody to cover first base, and Hobie Landrith, the catcher whom the Mets selected first in the expansion draft because Stengel railed against passed balls, was charged with two passed balls.


  But fans soon had reason to believe, to paraphrase Mark Twain, that reports of the 1962 Mets’ death were greatly exaggerated. The team suddenly warmed with the weather, winning nine of 12. They beat the Cubs three of three. And they finished their run by taking three straight in Milwaukee, home of future Hall of Famers Hank Aaron and Eddie Mathews. Included was a doubleheader sweep in which the Mets scored 16 runs.


  One could justify optimism that Weiss had built a roster that could at least thrive offensively. Center fielder Jim Hickman boasted a .387 on-base percentage and was on pace to score nearly 100 runs for the season. Shortstop Elio Chacon, on whom the club had pinned high hopes, managed to slam 13 hits over an eight-game period. Third baseman Felix Mantilla was batting .313 and had completed a 14-game hitting streak. Thomas had already slammed 10 home runs and was in the midst of an 18-game hitting streak. Second baseman Charlie Neal was on pace for 80 runs batted in.


  Then it happened: the collapse. Or, rather, “The Collapse.” A 17-game losing streak that signaled this was no ordinary struggling expansion team. The Mets were outscored 110-54 during that skein. Most embarrassing was an 11-game stretch in which they allowed 93 runs against the Giants and Dodgers clubs they had replaced in the hearts and minds of New York fans. The Mets flopped at the Polo Grounds against those two teams in five home dates, including two doubleheaders, for which they averaged more than 39,000 patrons.


  The most notable personnel move was the installation by Stengel of the immortal Marvelous Marv Throneberry as the starting first baseman. Acquired on May 9 from Baltimore for a player to be named later, which proved to be Landrith, the man with a penchant for power emerged as the poster child for the team’s numbing ineptitude. His stone hands afield and gaffes on the basepaths more than negated the positive effect of his occasional home run and brought comical relief to daily defeats. Usually forgiving Mets fans booed him unmercifully.


  Even his hits proved problematic. The funniest, or saddest (depending on the point of view), occurred in the first game of a doubleheader at the Polo Grounds against the Cubs on June 17. Throneberry began the proceedings ignominiously when he was called for interference in the top of the first. He appeared to have made up for the mistake in the bottom of the inning when he hit a triple. But veteran umpire Dusty Boggess called him out for failing to step on second base. When Stengel stormed out of the dugout to dispute the decision, Boggess reacted swiftly. “Don’t bother arguing, Casey,” stressed the ump. “He missed first base, too.”3 The blunder cost the Mets a run and possibly a win when Neal followed with a home run, and the Cubs went on to an 8-7 victory.


  Throneberry, who committed a whopping 17 errors in just 97 games with the 1962 Mets, became angry at the catcalls at the Polo Grounds. But he eventually grew to accept his place as the fall guy for the lousiest team in baseball history. After one typically galling individual performance in yet another defeat, he sat in the clubhouse next to Ashburn with rain dripping monotonously from a leaky ceiling onto his balding head. “I deserve it,” he stated plainly to his teammate. “Yes, you do,” replied Ashburn.4


  The Mets could not recover from their epic May slide. They never won consecutive games from June 10 to August 4. They lost 16 of 17 in July. They dropped 13 straight in August. They finished the season on a 6-22 slide. Even their faithful fans had grown either apathetic or disgusted. Only 1,481 clicked through the Polo Grounds turnstiles to watch the final two defeats of a four-game sweep to fellow expansion team Houston in a doubleheader on September 20. They finished the season with what remains a modern major-league record 120 defeats.


  The hapless bunch secured the last loss in typical fashion. Trailing the Cubs 5-1, they started an eighth-inning rally with singles by Sammy Drake and Ashburn. Joe Pignatano hit a soft liner that was caught by Chicago second baseman Ken Hubbs. Drake and Ashburn, in the wildly mistaken notion that the ball would drop, had begun running and were easily doubled and tripled off for a triple play.


  No team finishes 80 games under .500 without failing in hitting, pitching, and fielding. But the Mets were not equally inept in all three. They scored enough runs to forge a far more respectable record. They placed ninth in that category ahead of Houston. But their pitching staff allowed a half-run more per game than any other team in the National League and featured three starters that lost at least 19 games in “ace” Roger Craig, Al Jackson, and Hook. Fourth starter Bob Miller sported a 1-12 mark. Even reliever Craig Anderson lost 17 of 20 decisions. But they could not be solely blamed for their struggles—led by the bungling Throneberry, the defense proved to be among the worst in major-league history. The Mets committed a disturbing 210 errors. No team in major league baseball has since compiled a higher total, though the 1963 Mets matched it.


  Stengel expressed disbelief at the incompetence. He sensed the players never came together as a team. “Strangers are hard to manage,” he said. “It was like spring training all year. But I expected to win more games. I was very much shocked.”5


  As for Throneberry, who personified the historical ineptitude of the 1962 Mets, he welcomed the off-season with a bit of self-effacing humor. “You think the fish will come out of the water to boo me this winter?” he asked.


  Neither the fish nor the fans booed Throneberry after that season. He came to be beloved, as did the team despite maintaining its place in the National League basement. So iconic had Throneberry become that he was called upon to participate in clever Miller Lite commercials of the 1970s, well after his retirement from baseball. He would appear among the greatest athletes of their generations and ended the ads by stating simply, “I still don’t know why they asked me to do this commercial.”6


  The following seasons proved scarcely better than the first for the Mets. But they did set a single-season attendance record for a last-place club as more than 900,000 streamed into the Polo Grounds to watch a team that finished an absurd 57 games out of first place. In explaining the curiously blossoming love affair, esteemed New Yorker writer Roger Angell opined that fans could identify more with the Mets than they could with the dominant team crosstown. “There’s more Met than Yankee in all of us,” he offered. “What we experience in our day-to-day lives is a lot more losing than winning, which is why we loved the Mets.”7


  And soon, they would be bungling in their new digs. Fans would besiege it to show support for their “Lovable Losers.” An even stronger love affair was only a year away.


  



  CHAPTER THREE


  Oh Shea Can You See


  BASEBALL HISTORIANS NEED ONLY TO PINPOINT THE HIGHLIGHT FROM the 1963 season of the Mets to understand its depths.


  The date was June 23. It occurred in the fifth inning of Game 1 in a doubleheader sweep over tough Philadelphia at the Polo Grounds. A month earlier, the Mets had traded for troubled outfielder Jimmy Piersall, whose struggles with what is now known as bipolar disorder inspired the 1957 film titled Fear Strikes Out. Piersall slugged the first offering of the inning by Dallas Green, who later served as manager of both clubs, over the fence in right field. And rather than take the conventional jog around the bases, Piersall ran backward. He took the correct route to home but with his back to each destination.


  Mets manager Stengel apparently didn’t think it was funny. He cut Piersall two days later. Perhaps such clowning would have been overlooked had Piersall been tearing the cover off the ball. But his batting average had fallen under .200, and the blast that afternoon was only his second all season. Piersall had told teammates he would pull the stunt for his hundredth career home run and proved true to his word. And, as he later pointed out, he even partook in the traditional handshake with the third base coach as he began the final turn toward home plate.1


  That the Mets had even traded for Piersall in May proved their rather muddled approach to team-building. Their status as an expansion club that was eons away from contention called desperately for a youth movement, but general manager George Weiss continued his attempt to attract fans through acquisitions that provided a blast from the past. Included was the purchase just before the regular season of future Hall of Fame outfielder Duke Snider, who had not been a full-time starter since the Dodgers left Brooklyn for Los Angeles five years earlier. Snider performed respectably in 1963, hitting 14 home runs and even leading the woefully weak Mets attack in on-base percentage and slugging percentage. But one could argue that his at-bats should have been used as a tool for a younger prospect.


  Not that the Mets completely eschewed the philosophy of everyday player development. Their 1963 lineup was sprinkled with promising talent. Included was second baseman Ron Hunt, who paced the club with a .272 batting average and 64 runs scored to finish second in the National League Rookie of the Year balloting behind none other than Pete Rose.


  It had become apparent, however, that other young players, particularly offensively and defensively challenged catcher Choo-Choo Coleman, were doomed to oblivion. Rather than memories of Coleman revolving around his blossoming as a player, they will forever be centered on the comical, such as his claim of ignorance on the origin of his nickname and his reply to playing-legend-turned-broadcaster Ralph Kiner, who asked him, “What’s your wife’s name, and what’s she like?” Answered Choo-Choo, “Her name is Mrs. Coleman, and she likes me.”2


  One might blame a sadistic schedule maker, meager Mets offense, or a combination of both for a miserable start in 1963 that nearly matched that of the year before. Forced to play rugged foes St. Louis, Milwaukee, and Cincinnati on the road to open the season, they fell to 0-8. The Mets scored just 10 runs in those games and were shut out in four of them. But they rebounded toward respectability, just as they had in 1962. Their recovery even lasted far longer. A 13-7 run capped by the first five-game winning streak in franchise history placed them on the brink of .500. They continued to bounce back from losing streaks until late June when they boasted a 29-45 record. Particularly encouraging was the pitching of Carl Willey, who had been purchased before the season from the Braves and had emerged as the ace of an improved rotation with a 2.63 earned run average. Little did anyone imagine that Willey would only win three more games for the rest of his career.
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  Too many passed balls played a role in a short career for Mets catcher Choo Choo Coleman.
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  Little did anyone imagine either that the Mets would collapse to a point where they would rival the 1962 club in futility. They indeed reverted to form with a 14-game losing streak that featured historically miserable hitting. They scored just 25 runs during that downslide and more than three only in an 11-5 shellacking by Pittsburgh. The Mets never recovered. An 11-game losing skein soon followed as they concluded the month of July with a 4-25 record. A 2-14 stretch to end the season placed their overall mark at 51-111.


  Yet rather than Mets fans turning off to their team in frustration at the reality that they were making little progress toward respectability, they instead applied a more passionate embrace. More than one million fans poured into the Polo Grounds in its last season as the club ranked a strong fourth among National League teams in attendance.


  Aside from competitive spirit, there seemed to be little motivation for Weiss and his front office to field a contending club, though one can claim they simply did not have the resources before the advent of free agency. Their minor-league system had yet to produce the talent necessary to win, nor did the roster boast the trade bait needed to return proven players or premier prospects.


  Yet the status quo remained good enough to keep fans coming to the ballpark—73-year-old Casey Stengel stayed entrenched as manager despite strong criticism. Among those that claimed he had lost respect from his players was first baseman Jim Harkness, who leveled a strong charge after the Mets sold him to Triple-A San Diego in 1964. “Casey has been a great man for baseball as far as publicity is concerned, but the game has passed him by,” Harkness claimed. “Some players he likes and some he doesn’t like. The players feel it and it isn’t too inspiring when the manager goes to sleep on the bench during a game.”3


  The ballyhooed opening of Shea Stadium that year proved far more inspiring—at least to the fans. A throng of 50,312 packed the new ballpark to watch the grand unveiling in game 3 of the 1964 season. True to form, the Mets continued their penchant for opening campaigns with a spate of defeats by losing to the Pirates on route to a 3-16 record. Shea opened with great fanfare. Bill Shea christened it the day before with two symbolic bottles of water, one from the Gowanus Canal near Ebbets Field, former home of the Dodgers, and the other from the Harlem River close to the Polo Grounds. Last-minute preparations included laying new sod in the outfield during batting practice.


  Bad talent had already been matched by bad luck. Carl Willey appeared destined to reach ace status after allowing no runs throughout spring training. But he broke his jaw on a vicious line drive off the bat of Detroit pinch-hitter extraordinaire Gates Brown in his final tune-up for the regular season. The blow knocked him out until June, and he was never the same. He started just two games and pitched a mere 30 innings in 1964. So fearful was Stengel to risk a potential victory that Willey was summoned only in defeats. The Mets lost all 14 games in which he appeared. Soon thereafter, arm problems struck the final blow, and Willey was out of baseball. “The whole thing was a shame because it was time for Carlton to blossom, and that finished his career,” said teammate Jim Hickman years later. “Nobody realized Carl was hurt that bad because he never showed the pain. He just stood there dazed after the ball hit him.”4


  As if dazed themselves, the Mets continued on like lead character Phil Connors in the movie Groundhog Day. The venue had changed, but the script remained identical. Different season, same result. They were again plagued by arduously long losing streaks punctuated by offensive droughts. They averaged 1.9 runs per game during a 1-13 stretch in June while scoring more than two only twice. The limped home at 53-109.


  Though Mets fans remained loyal—nearly two million filled the seats at Shea in 1964—criticism of Stengel grew. None other than the great Jackie Robinson offered that the manager was indeed snoozing during games and others questioned his managerial skills. The proud Stengel refused to succumb to the condemnation. He signed a new contract and expressed optimism headed into the 1965 season. But Father Time and fate had other ideas. He slipped and broke his wrist during spring training, then fell again in July, this time in the bathroom during a party at famed Toots Shor’s restaurant while celebrating his seventy-fifth birthday. That injury and a typical 10-game losing streak current at the time of the accident were the beginning of the end for Stengel’s storied managerial career. He underwent a hip implant the following day and was soon convinced by his wife to retire. He remained with the franchise only as a West Coast scout.


  Replacement Wes Westrum fared no better, finishing the 1965 season at 50-112. Certainly, the most memorable events at Shea that year were not occasional Mets victories but rather the Major League All-Star Game won by the National League and the epic Beatles concert/scream-fest six weeks later.


  One could hardly have imagined the Mets actually taking a step backward. But their roster remained plagued by has-beens and players with Triple-A talent. Even the few promising prospects were not ready to compete at the major-league level. Future contributors such as Ed Kranepool, Ron Swoboda, Bud Harrelson, and Cleon Jones were beginning to filter onto the big-league roster. But none aside from the latter ever emerged as a major offensive threat, and they certainly hadn’t reached their potential heading into the latter half of the decade. The Mets also featured no premier starting pitcher to halt skids. They finished last in the National League in team earned run average behind such mediocrities as Jack Fisher and Al Jackson, as well as 43-year-old southpaw Warren Spahn, who was making his second-to-last stop before ending a Hall-of-Fame career.


  Weiss tried to force square pegs into round holes, mostly due to a lack of development and production from the farm system. There were occasional exceptions, such as Jerry Grote, who arrived in 1966 to finally solidify the troubled catching position for a decade. Grote boasted little power, but he hit for a decent average in a pitching-dominated era and worked well
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