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ALSO BY AJ MASS

How Fantasy Sports Explains the World
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Growing up to be a huge sports fan isn’t something that happens by accident. It’s an obsession that gets passed down from generation to generation, father to son.

This book is dedicated to the memory of my father, Gabe, who always said yes when I asked to stay up to watch just one more inning.

The book is also dedicated to the memory of my father-in-law, Bill Grunstein, because fathers can pass on a love of sports to their daughters, too.
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CHAPTER ONE

Approach the President and We Go for the Kill Shot

I CAN FEEL THE ELECTRICITY IN THE AIR. Actually, I don’t only feel it, but see it and smell it as well, and I’m trying my best to stay out of its way. The Shea Stadium I’m entering on the evening of April 15, 1997, is not the same one I left the night before. A bevy of carpenters and electricians is busy installing metal detectors at every possible entryway, and the smell of newly installed outlets—acrid burning metal—causes me to pull my jacket up over my nose and mouth to avoid choking on the fumes. Sparks dance above the large, boxlike devices, whose unexpected presence produces the illusion that I have taken a wrong turn on my way to the stadium and somehow ended up at LaGuardia Airport instead.

Finally, the craftsmen finish their work and run off, presumably to yet another checkpoint, where another juiceless machine requires their magic touch. On a normal game night, I’d simply wave to Officer Murphy, who works the door, and jump on the elevator that takes me to the press level. This is definitely not normal, though. I wait patiently in a steadily growing line for close to twenty minutes before finally getting a chance to flash my Mets’ identification card and get frisked by the cops. Yes, tonight is no ordinary game at Shea Stadium, as President Bill Clinton is going to be in attendance. It’s going to be a long, eventful night.

Only twelve thousand fans managed to make it out to Shea last night to see the Mets lose to the San Francisco Giants 3-2. The allure of a Dave Mlicki versus Osvaldo Fernandez pitching matchup obviously wasn’t enough to overcome the home team’s awful start to the season. While I didn’t actually keep track, I think I managed to shake hands with each and every person in attendance by the time that game was over, possibly even by the sixth inning. Tonight’s game would be a different story, though. The game is sold out, but not because fans are all aflutter over Armando Reynoso taking on Ismael Valdéz and the Los Angeles Dodgers. Certainly the Dodgers always draw well in New York, given their Brooklyn roots, but that alone doesn’t account for the extra forty thousand people in the seats.

What makes April 15, 1997, so special is that it’s the fiftieth anniversary of Jackie Robinson’s first major league baseball game. Even someone with only a passing interest in the sport can understand the importance of Robinson’s debut with the Brooklyn Dodgers, which marked the end of segregation in major league baseball. Baseball’s acting commissioner, Bud Selig, is scheduled to make a presentation to Rachel Robinson, Jackie’s widow, on the field after the fifth inning of the game. Recognizing Jackie’s importance to the history of not only the sport, but also the country, President Clinton had requested that he, too, be allowed to say a few words in remembrance of Jackie and his achievements.

But even though the commander in chief is in attendance, and the Mets–Dodgers game is in many ways playing second fiddle to the pomp and circumstance surrounding his visit, for the New York Mets’ beloved mascot, Mr. Met, the show must go on! As on any other day, I get dressed in my costume and head out to the field for my usual pregame shenanigans. The only problem is that between me and the green grass of the baseball diamond there’s one of those newly installed checkpoints, and Mr. Met’s head is not only too big to fit through the metal detector, but also has just enough screws and washers and other tiny metal fragments inside of it to trigger the handheld wand that the operator uses to make sure I am “safe” to allow passage.

Of course, once the wand starts beeping, the police officers alongside the machine can’t resist taking the opportunity to have a little fun. They ask me to “assume the position” and pretend to treat me as though I have just been caught robbing a bank. They laugh and proceed to vigorously pat me down, then take out their handcuffs and brandish their batons before eventually tiring of the charade, patting me on the rear, and allowing me to go on my way. After taking only a few steps, I hear a young child call my name and turn to wave. It is then that I notice the man in the dark suit looking in my direction. He is clearly not amused by what has just taken place. Quite frankly, the way he’s staring at me sends a chill down my spine, so I quickly move onto the field and away from his icy glare.

Prancing and dancing around, signing autographs by the dugout—no easy feat, given the bulky four-fingered mittens that pass for Mr. Met’s hands, but it’s a skill I’ve come to master over time—and posing for pictures, I lose myself in my work. This is always my favorite part of the job, interacting with the fans, particularly kids, and getting them to smile. I finish my fifteen minutes on the right-field line and make my way over to the third-base side of the field, where Jimmy Plummer intercepts me.

Jimmy Plummer is the Mets’ director of promotions, and usually if he approaches me on the field it’s because a corporate sponsor is standing nearby and wants a photo op, or he wants to let me know that he expects me to visit a particular luxury box as soon as possible. As is typical from a member of management, Jimmy never actually speaks to me as if he’s talking to a college-educated co-worker who just happens to be dressed up in a mascot costume, but rather as though he’s talking to a mentally challenged grade-schooler.

“Now, Mr. Met ... tonight is a special night, okay?” Plummer explains in an annoying singsong. “And we don’t want to do anything to disrespect anyone. Now, Mrs. Robinson will be here soon. Do you know who that is?”

This is the start of my fourth season on the job, and I’ve just been given a desk in a shared office on the press level of the stadium. If Jimmy had any concerns, he had ample opportunity to stop on by or pick up the phone and leave me a voicemail. In a way, it’s sort of a compliment. Even people who work alongside me on a daily basis don’t see “AJ in a costume,” but rather the childlike personality of Mr. Met.

“She’s a very important lady, and we don’t want to do anything to embarrass her,” Jimmy says. “Don’t you bother her! You understand, Mr. Met?”

I’m not sure what Jimmy fears I might do. It’s not like I have a track record of over-the-line mischief and mayhem. I’m not hiding a whipped cream pie behind my back, waiting for my golden opportunity to show Rachel Robinson who’s boss.

Jimmy Plummer has clearly fallen into the trap of forgetting that there’s an actual “Mister” inside of Mr. Met. Since I fail to make any wild gesticulations in his direction, I guess he considers my response to be one of agreement that I won’t do anything to bother our esteemed guest. But no sooner does Jimmy move on than a female voice rings out from the stands.

“Yoo-hoo, Mr. Met! Over here!”

It’s Rachel Robinson, sitting in the front row of the VIP section of box seats, and she beckons me over. With great glee, I run to her and she gives me a big bear hug of an embrace. “There’s the man I’ve been waiting to see,” she proclaims, the smile on her face rivaling the size of Mr. Met’s own monstrously large grin. “I simply have to have a picture!”

She looks around for someone on the field who can take her photo and finally spots someone she recognizes. “Mr. Plummer! Could you take my picture with this handsome gentleman?”

“Absolutely, Mrs. Robinson. Whatever you need.”

Jimmy takes her camera and snaps a few pictures of the two of us, taking extreme care not to make eye contact with me when he’s done. Mrs. Robinson gives me a big kiss and we hug again before I continue on my way. Put that in the pantry with your cupcakes, Jimmy!
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ONCE THE NATIONAL ANTHEM IS OVER, I join up with the cameraman and a pair of my “bodyguards”—two cute college gals who are doing their best to get through a summer internship by exerting as little effort as possible—and head toward the elevator that will take us to the upper deck.

As we walk, I prepare a revised route in my head: upper deck, down the ramp to the press level and through the Diamond Club, with the cover that we have to check in with Vito Vitiello, the head honcho of the scoreboard control room, who’s responsible for directing all of the in-game video and entertainment. We have no need, in reality, to go that way, but our story is plausible and the route just so happens to lead us right past President Clinton’s box, where we can easily ask whoever’s guarding the door if we can come in for a quick visit. The goal, of course, being the holy grail for all mascots—a photo op and meet and greet with a sitting president. I have no illusion that this will actually work, but buoyed by my experience with Rachel Robinson, I figure it’s worth a try. What do I have to lose?

We pass through two more checkpoints, and the comedy routine “Mr. Met is a fugitive from justice” plays itself out again both times. However, at the second checkpoint, there’s a fairly long line that stretches out longer and longer as our extended pantomime progresses. While the crowd is highly amused by the antics, there’s one person who fails to see the humor. The man in the dark suit is there. I notice this time that he’s talking to someone via a tiny microphone on his lapel and listening through an earpiece neatly camouflaged to blend in with his hair. There’s no doubt in my mind that he’s Secret Service.

His back turned to us, the man in the dark suit extends his arm in our path, and we pause while he finishes up his conversation. He then wheels around and speaks to us in a very businesslike fashion. “Mr. Met,” he says, “here’s the deal. You do whatever it is you normally do and go about your business as usual. We won’t bother you anymore. I’ve made it clear that you no longer need to be searched at the checkpoints. Okay?”

I slowly nod my head, though not because of any mascot code of silence—no mascot worth his salt is going to be heard talking while in costume—but rather because this man exudes such an aura of authority when he speaks that I simply can’t muster up the courage to make even the slightest sound.

“Now listen to me very carefully,” he goes on, and as he continues to speak, he does something that nobody else has ever done in all my years as Mr. Met. He isn’t looking up, as everyone automatically does when talking to me. Most people, out of habit, make eye contact with the person they are talking to, even if the person appears to be a giant living baseball. I’ve gotten used to seeing people’s necks when they address me, as they crane to meet what appears to be my gaze.

But the man in the dark suit is staring directly into the recess of Mr. Met’s mouth, knowing full well that even though he isn’t able to see inside, it’s exactly where I am looking out from. It’s hard to explain how utterly creeped out I am by this. The closest thing I can compare it to is the opening scene of the movie Scream, in which Drew Barrymore’s character answers what she thinks is a harmless crank call and the strange voice on the other end innocently asks her what her name is. When she playfully asks why he wants to know, the voice says menacingly, “Because I want to know who I’m looking at!” In an instant, Drew knows she’s in a whole lot of trouble. That’s exactly the vibe I’m starting to get from the man in the dark suit. Needless to say, he has my full attention.

“We have snipers all around the stadium, just in case something were to happen,” he says. “Like I said, do whatever it is you normally do. Nobody will bother you. But approach the president, and we go for the kill shot. Are we clear?”

He pauses for a moment to let the words sink in, and it feels like he isn’t only looking into my eyes, but also into my very soul with his blank, unblinking stare. Then he says the same thing again, only a little bit slower this time, making sure I know his warning is not in any way to be misconstrued as some sort of gag. He’s dead serious, and if I don’t believe him, then I’ll be dead—seriously.

“Approach the president, and we go for the kill shot,” he repeats. “ARE—WE—CLEAR?”
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THERE’S A CERTAIN WEIRDNESS to being a major league mascot. Mascots exist in a limbo that’s very hard to describe to anyone who hasn’t experienced it for themselves.

On one hand, you’re a part of the crowd, able to mingle with the fans who, like you, wear the uniform of the home team proudly, feeling the joy of every victory as well as the sting of each defeat. And yet, the mascot is also allowed to venture past the barriers that separate the spectators from the players on the field without fear of being tased by an overexuberant security guard and escorted away in handcuffs. To the average fan, the mascot is part of the team itself, and a very accessible part at that. As such, your appearance in the stands brings with it a sense of excitement, hugs and high-fives, requests for autographs and for pictures to be taken. Conversely, depending on the allegiance of the fan in question—and their level of sobriety—your appearance may also make you the target of abuse, both verbal and physical. Not to mention the ever-present need to protect certain, shall we say, “delicate” areas of your anatomy from the potential attack (intentionally or not) of younger children who reside just below your line of sight.

Yet the vast majority of mascots are not part of the team at all. Mascots do not get a chance to “bond with their teammates” on road trips. They do not hang out with the guys after the game. In most cases, the players wouldn’t be able to pick the mascot out of a lineup if they weren’t wearing their costume, and even then some of the less-attentive athletes might fail in the task. Essentially, behind the scenes, the mascot performer is completely invisible to the very same athletes they may just have interacted with moments before on the field.

When I was Mr. Met, I wasn’t issued a locker between John Franco and Bobby Bonilla, as some people might imagine. I wasn’t even allowed beyond the clubhouse door. Instead, I was relegated to the old Jets’ locker room, long since deserted and left in a state of disrepair after the football team left Flushing to shack up with the New York Giants at the Meadowlands in 1984.

Of course, that room was not mine alone. For starters, half of the room was overrun with obsolete exercise equipment long ago replaced and removed from the Mets’ clubhouse. The other half was used as a holding area for pregame guests, such as national anthem singers, who needed a place to hang out until it was their time to take the field.

In order to afford the mascot a modicum of privacy, the Mr. Met costume was stored in a tiny closet-sized cubicle where I could change and lock up my personal possessions while I was out and about. Of course, even that sanctuary needed to be shared with the Diamond Club hostesses, who evicted me when they needed to change from street clothes into their game-day blazers and then back again when their shift had ended.

I never knew exactly who or what I would see waiting there when I arrived before each game. Sometimes it would be a gaggle of grade-schoolers preparing to sing “The Star Spangled Banner.” Once in a while I would find myself unable to enter the room at all because the space had been usurped by the Mets’ general manager, Steve Phillips, for an impromptu press conference.

Nothing, however, could have prepared me for the shocking image that awaited me after a “Hollywood All-Stars” celebrity softball team played a three-inning exhibition contest on the field before the regularly scheduled Mets game. Dressed as Mr. Met, I rounded the corner after a long hour spent visiting several children’s birthday parties in the stadium.

There, in the center of the room, having a casual conversation, were actors Fisher Stevens, Gregory “Gonzo” Harrison, Robert Hegyes (of Welcome Back, Kotter fame), and musician Branford Marsalis—all in a clothing-free pre-shower state. In life, your eyes encounter certain things that you simply cannot unsee. A naked Epstein is one of those things. The horror! The horror!

Of course, sometimes a mascot’s invisibility gives you a chance to witness events that truly touch you as well. On June 24, 1994, Dwight Gooden was getting absolutely shellacked by the Pittsburgh Pirates. With one out in the sixth inning, Gooden was pulled from the mound, trailing 7-1, to a chorus of boos from the disappointed crowd.

I just happened to be standing there as Gooden emerged from the runway between the dugout and the clubhouse. Gooden’s son, whom we all referred to as Baby Doc, had been watching the game on a television in the day care room, where the players’ kids stayed during games, one door down from the Jets’ locker room. He ran down the hallway to greet his father and gave him a big hug. “You’ll get ’em next time, Daddy,” he declared, and as he did so, Gooden made eye contact with me for a brief moment.

Clearly embarrassed, Gooden quickly looked away and then, without a word, left his son and entered the Mets’ clubhouse. Sadly, there was no “next time” for Gooden with the Mets. Within a week, news of two failed drug tests would make national headlines and the pitcher would be suspended for sixty games due to the infractions. He would fail another drug test during the suspension, resulting in his being banned for the entire 1995 season.
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YOU JUST NEVER KNOW when your time will come. For me, it was 1997, which ended up being my last season as Mr. Met, and not by choice. In December I received an e-mail telling me that the team had decided to hire somebody else to be the mascot. Just like that, I was out of a job.

But even though they had taken me out of the Mr. Met suit, I couldn’t manage to get Mr. Met out of me. After four years in the costume I was no longer the same person, and when I was finally able to put my bitterness aside and watch the team play again, I found that I also still saw aspects of my own personality in Mr. Met, even though “he” was no longer “me.” I began to wonder if maybe mascots weren’t far more magical than I had ever realized.

Before Mr. Met reemerged on the scene in 1994, the Mets were a league laughingstock. But in each season that I wore the suit, the franchise won more games than it had the season before. Maybe it was a coincidence, but I can’t help but think that perhaps, in some small way, I might have had something to do with that improvement.

I remember one game in late May of 1995, when I saw pitcher Bret Saberhagen before one of his starts. Bret was one of the few players at the time who knew who I was and would actually carry on a casual conversation with me. He asked me how I was doing, and I jokingly asked him if he realized that not once that season had I gone on the field to dance during the seventh-inning stretch with the Mets in the lead. After I assured him that I wasn’t kidding, he laughed and told me, “I’ll take care of it.”

Let the record state that when the middle of the seventh inning came around that day and Mr. Met took to the field to the strains of “Take Me Out to the Ballgame,” the scoreboard showed that the San Francisco Giants had no runs on five hits and were trailing the Mets 3-0. As our paths crossed, Saberhagen pointed at me as if to say “I told you.”

[image: ]

MANY YEARS HAVE PASSED since I danced my last dance as Mr. Met. And the Mets, who somehow managed to reach the World Series in 2000, only to lose to the hated New York Yankees, have been on a steady decline ever since. Oh sure, they did almost make the World Series in 2006, but a majority of Mets fans try very hard to erase from their memory the image of Carlos Beltran taking a called third strike with the bases loaded to end Game 7 of the NLCS against the St. Louis Cardinals. Let us not speak of this again. In any event, today the Mets have once again become the punch line to the jokes of latenight comedians like David Letterman and Conan O’Brien.

In 2009, there were twenty-one players on the Mets who were making more than $1 million annually, yet the team managed to win just seventy games. Financial issues brought about by the owners’ involvement in the Bernie Madoff scandal forced the Mets to shave more than $50 million from the team’s payroll before the start of the 2012 season—the largest single-season drop in player salaries from one year to the next in the sport’s history.

In December of 2011, the New York Times reported that the Wilpon family, in an effort to raise enough cash to retain principal ownership of the team, was courting potential investors to pony up $20 million for a 4 percent stake in the franchise. Included on the official summary term sheet outlining the partnership benefits that money would buy was the sentence “Mr. Met made available for Owners at Citi Field events.”

As the 2014 season gets under way, simply put, the Mets still have issues. They do have a pair of young pitchers with a ton of promise in Matt Harvey and Zach Wheeler, though the former’s elbow injury may well end up sidelining him for most, if not all, of the 2014 campaign. All-Star third baseman and team captain David Wright is certainly worth the $20 million annual price tag when healthy, but a large portion of their payroll is still tied up in players like Johan Santana, who missed nearly all of the preceding three seasons with injuries.

One of the team’s highest-paid outfielders is likely to be Jason Bay, who in 2013 actually played not for the Mets, but for the Seattle Mariners, until that team gave the underperforming Bay his unconditional release. The Mets still owe him $3 million in 2014, regardless of where he ends up, if he even signs with a new team at all.

And then there’s Bobby Bonilla, who last played for the Mets in 1999. When he and the Mets parted ways, the club agreed to a contract-buyout deferral clause that sends a $1.19 million check Bonilla’s way every year from 2011 to 2035, which means Bonilla will still be on the Mets’ payroll when he is seventy-two. It’s things like that that have soured Mets fans and keep them from coming out to the ballpark. Attendance at home games continues to trend downward, and all those empty seats make the public relations nightmares of the 1993 team seem microscopic by comparison.

As I shake my head in disbelief at the state of the team I used to love, I find myself once again being drawn to the smiling face of Mr. Met like a sailor to the song of the siren. I’m not sure why that inanimate piece of polyurethane still holds such power over me, and yet it does.

I know it might sound crazy, but could it be possible that were I to wear that costume again, even if only for one day, it would somehow make a difference? I feel a bit like Jack Shephard from Lost, standing on the tarmac, looking like a madman and screaming after Kate as she drives away, but it’s true—I have to go back!


CHAPTER TWO

The Fool’s Journey

“BURN THE WITCH!”

What comes to mind when you hear those words? For most people, the shout likely conjures up the image of an angry, out-of-control mob ready to end the life of a young maiden who has been wrongfully accused of sorcery. As her screams of protest rise higher than the flames that are about to end her life, the crowd continues to chant and cheer, confident that this sacrifice will end any ills that have beset their community. Yes, in 1692, the town of Salem, only about twenty-five miles outside of Boston, wasn’t exactly Disneyland.

In actuality, those convicted of practicing witchcraft during that dark time in American history were not burned at the stake, in spite of the lasting perception that continues to this day. Of course that’s little consolation to the nineteen people who were taken to Gallows Hill and subjected to death by hanging, rather than being set ablaze. Dead is dead, after all.

It also does little to mitigate the fact that these people were killed for little more than fear and hysteria. But that’s what can happen when large crowds get caught up in a herd mentality and reason breaks down. In Salem, the stories of a few young girls who claimed to have been attacked by specters were taken at face value, and the women they accused of being in league with Satan were put on trial. Soon after, any mishap in the town resulted in the search for the “witch” who was to blame.

Milk turned sour overnight? It couldn’t have been the lack of refrigeration; it had to be that blacksmith down the road who missed church last Sunday who is to blame. A stray cat showed up on my doorstep? No way that’s really a cat—it must be that widow from next door, who clearly has turned herself into a cat for the sole purpose of sneaking into my house to steal from me.

It’s the same kind of tortured logic that Monty Python so brilliantly lampooned in their 1975 film Monty Python and the Holy Grail, in which Sir Bedevere (Terry Jones) postulates that since you burn witches, they must be made out of wood, and since wood floats just like a duck floats, then if the accused weighs the same as a duck, she obviously must be made out of wood, and is therefore clearly guilty of being a witch.

In an environment like that, nobody is safe. The tiniest argument can easily snowball, with a person who felt insulted by something you said or did running off to the nearest magistrate and inventing groundless accusations of your allegiance with the devil. These accusations would be accepted as fact by the town at large, of course, evidence and common sense be damned.

It may be a little difficult to imagine events spiraling so out of control for that long in today’s society, especially with the immediate and pervasive media attention that would accompany such a chain of events. Then again, the members of that very media tasked with shining the light on such behavior would likely work itself up into such a frenzy to be “the first to get the breaking news” or “to nab that exclusive interview” that camera crews and field reporters would inevitably be guilty of exhibiting exactly the same mob behavior they were trying to expose.

One need look no further than the sports venues of today for proof that large groups of people can quickly and spontaneously undo centuries of social evolution. A close call that goes against the home team usually results in, at a minimum, a chorus of boos raining down from the stands, directed at the officials on the field. In some cases, the crowd gets far more violent. In 2001, Cleveland Browns fans became so enraged with a referee’s call that they littered the field with beer bottles and other debris, resulting in a nearly 30-minute delay. Then, of course, there was 2004’s Malice at the Palace, in which a minor altercation between NBA stars Ben Wallace and Ron Artest grew into a full-scale riot after a fan threw a cup of beer at Artest and he went into the stands to confront the man he thought was the culprit. The incident quickly escalated into an “us versus them” situation, with many of the fans in attendance joining together to fight the “invading” players from the visiting team. Sadly, in American society, the journey from “Burn the witch!” to “Kill the umpire!” isn’t a very long one.

The journey of the mascot to American shores was quite a few centuries in the making, though. For the origin of the concept of the mascot in Europe, we have to go all the way back to fifteenth-century Italy and a man named Filippo Marìa Visconti. Visconti was the last in a long line of rulers of Milan from 1277 to 1447. At the age of twenty, he took over the title of duke from his brother, Giovanni, after Giovanni’s assassination in 1412. By all accounts, Filippo was an intolerant and insensitive leader who was about as far from handsome as a man can get. Paranoid about his physical appearance and equally concerned about losing his power, rumor has it that he ordered his wife, Beatrice di Tenda, to be beheaded based on unsupported claims of adultery. In short, Visconti was not a nice guy.

However, one beautiful thing did come out of his reign. The duke was a big fan of playing cards, specifically a game called carte da triomphi that had recently been introduced to Italy. The game used a regional adaptation of the more traditional playing cards we are familiar with today: in addition to the four traditional suits, these decks added a series of triomphi or “trump cards” into the mix. Visconti, a very rich man, commissioned a deck of these cards to be made to celebrate the upcoming birth of a child to his mistress. It is believed that this stunning, hand-painted deck, some of whose cards have survived and can be seen at the Morgan Library and Museum in New York City, was among the forerunners of the tarot cards of today.

At the time, decks of this kind were incredibly expensive to make, and were reserved almost exclusively for the wealthy and the powerful. However, as the printing press, invented by Johannes Gutenberg in 1440, spread rapidly over the continent, the mass production of playing cards led to widespread distribution, and decks began to take on many shapes and designs. Many diverse rules for all different kinds of games were invented. However, one card from this deck in particular seemed to take on a life of its own. That card was the Fool.

In the Visconti deck, the Fool was depicted wearing ragged clothes and having feathers in his hair and a long, unkempt beard. This is believed by some historians to be symbolic of the tradition of the woodwose—a mythological figure not unlike Bigfoot in appearance. The woodwose is humanoid, but hairy like a wild animal, prone to crazy dancing, and full of mystical, if not prophetic powers. The great wizard from Arthurian legend, Merlin, is believed to have lived for a time as a woodwose before rejoining society.

In early French decks, the Fool was the only card with special, some might say magical, powers. A player who did not wish to follow suit in a trick-taking game similar to bridge could play the Fool and be excused for his “bad behavior” with only a modest penalty. The person who played the Fool could not win the trick, but did get to retain possession of the card, playing it again and again as he wished until the round was over. As decks became more plentiful and more varieties were produced, this version of the Fool card maintained its bearded appearance, though in a far neater form, while the feathers in the hair began to take on the appearance of a jester’s cap, reminiscent of the joker from the playing cards of today.

Around the same general time in England, a commoner named William Sommers was about to become very famous. We’re talking Kim Kardashian famous. Sommers was a servant for a respected merchant named Richard Fermor. As the story goes, Fermor brought William along with him on a trip to London, where the two men saw King Henry VIII engaged in some sort of athletic competition that was neck and neck going down to the wire. When the king pulled off a narrow victory, Sommers got so excited that he leapt into the air and began a spot-on impersonation of the Duke of Norfolk that so amused Henry VIII he invited Sommers to become his court jester.

Whether or not the story is true, Sommers indeed was the official court jester for the next thirty-five years, until his death in 1560. An entire career was born out of a single moment of inspired insanity.
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EDMOND AUDRAN WAS A composer who specialized in the style known as opéra comique, which combines the arias of traditional opera, where every line of the performance is sung, with spoken dialogue. Think of him as the Black-Eyed Peas of his era. In 1880, Audran’s latest production was ready to make its debut. It was called La Mascotte, and it was set in Italy in the fifteenth century—coincidentally, the time of Filippo Marìa Visconti.

At the start of the opera, Rocco, a struggling farmer who believes himself to be the victim of bad luck, laments his fate. His shepherd, Pippo, soon returns from a journey to see Rocco’s brother, from whom he had sought help for Rocco’s recent run of misfortune. Instead of money, though, Pippo returns with only a basket of eggs and Bettina, the brother’s turkey keeper. Rocco is not happy with this turn of events, but Pippo tries to explain that Bettina is no ordinary girl. She is a mascot.

Rocco, of course, has no idea what a mascot is, so Pippo gives him the definition in song:

Those messengers that heaven sends,

Are known as Mascots, my good friends:

Thrice happy he unto whose home

These kindly angels come! Ah! ...

So, soon as in some mortal home,

An angel of this band appears,

A good fortune with it doth come,

That drives out all troubles and tears....

Yes, Bettina possesses magical powers and brings good luck to whomever she works for—so long as she remains a virgin—which gives rise to the opera’s conflict, as Pippo falls in love with her and must decide between “her lovely little lumps” and loyalty to his master.

The opera proved to be very popular in Paris, and it played for the next five years. During that successful run, word of La Mascotte made its way to England, where it was translated into English as The Mascot. Eventually, performances made their way to America, with Boston being the location of the opera’s debut—and a successful one at that—so it didn’t take too much time before the troupe traveled to New York City to bring the show to Broadway.

The runaway popularity of The Mascot actually brought the word into common usage in the United States. Soon, everybody knew that a “mascot” was an animal, human, or thing that brought good luck. It wasn’t long before colleges in the Northeast started embracing mascots of their own. Princeton adopted the image of a tiger as its symbol, while Yale opted instead for a bulldog named Handsome Dan as the official good luck charm of its athletic teams. While the Yale definition of “handsome” may well be called into question, Dan is generally acknowledged to have been the first “live” college mascot in the country.

Of course, Harvard, located a stone’s throw from Boston, adopted a kind of mascot of its own during this same time: John Lovett, aka John the Orangeman. He was so nicknamed not only because he had traveled to America from Ireland as a child, but also because he sold fruit from a donkey cart in Harvard Yard.

Despite his gruff exterior, the students took a liking to him, and John was given free rein to roam just about anywhere he wanted on campus. At football games, which he attended religiously, fans would decorate John with crimson streamers (the school color) to help rally the team to victory.

How ironic that in the very corner of the state that once saw alleged witches put to death because of the mere suggestion that they might possess magical qualities, the most educated of individuals now celebrated a witch of their own. After all, Edmond Audran hadn’t pulled the word mascotte out of thin air. On the contrary, the word was a form of French slang at the time, deriving from the word masco, meaning “witch.”

Mascots are fools. They are jesters. And yes, they are witches. In short, they represent everything that the original colonists had rejected centuries before. Yet, as the United States hurtled toward the twentieth century, mascots were quickly becoming an integral part of the culture.

In 1919, the Chicago White Sox made it to the World Series, a result that some people credited to the hiring of Eddie Bennett. Bennett was a physically disabled orphan who also happened to possess a love of baseball
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